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Chapter 1: The Gate in the Storm
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The wall shook before the knock came.

Not a polite knock. Not even a hand, really. Something heavy struck the outer gate once, then slid down the wood with a long wet scrape I felt in my teeth.

I was already awake. Storm nights did that to the garden.

Rain lashed the upper terraces in crooked lines, blown sideways by mountain wind, and the Yearheart Tree answered with a low strain through the roots under my floor. Brairglass never stayed quiet in weather like this. Water rushed where it should not. Moss swelled. Glass panes trembled in the old frames. Time itself sometimes caught wrong on the corners of stone.

Then came the sound again. A body this time. No mistaking it.

I set down the lantern chimney I had been tightening and stood still long enough to hate myself for hesitating.

No one should have been on the mountain in that rain. No trader climbed after dusk. Tobin knew better than to come in storm dark. No survey crew would risk the fold-paths when the mist turned white at the edges. Whoever had reached the gate had done it half dead or nearly mad.

The third sound was not a strike. It was a breath that broke into a cough.

I snatched the oilskin from the peg and pushed through the workroom, past the shelf of drying cuttings, past the unused second cup, past the chair by the stove with a skin of dust silvering its seat. The front latch stuck in damp weather. I shoved my shoulder into it until the swollen wood gave.

Cold rain slapped my face at once.

The path from the house to the lower gate curved through white rushes and dark stone borders, but the storm had flattened the rushes and made the lantern light jump wild over everything. Hushmoss along the wall drank half the noise, which made the rest feel wrong—thunder smothered, rain loud, my own breathing too near.

At the gate arch, the brass year plate caught the lantern in a quick dull flash. 183 had been stamped over by 184 and 185, old numbers crossed and re-marked as the years outside turned and the garden did not care. I touched the plate by habit as I unbarred the smaller side door.

The body outside moved.

A young man was folded against the stone like he had been dropped there from a cart, one shoulder braced uselessly to keep himself upright. Mud covered his coat to the hip. Blood had dried black along one side of his face and gone bright again where rain kept finding it. He lifted his head when the lantern hit him, and for one stupid instant I noticed his eyes before I noticed the gash over his brow.

Gray, I thought. Then: alive.

“Don’t shut it,” he said, voice rough and frayed thin by cold. “I know how that sounds. Just—don’t shut it yet.”

“You should not be here.”

“That,” he muttered, blinking rain out of his lashes, “has become obvious.”

He tried to smile after saying it. The effort failed halfway.

I crouched in the mud despite myself and set the lantern lower to see him properly. Early twenties, maybe younger. Hard-used boots. Hands scraped raw. No badge of route office, no merchant tie, no hill patrol mark. His coat was decent wool gone heavy with water, the sort practical people bought to make it last five winters, not to impress anyone. A field worker, then. Or wanted to be.

Blood had soaked the collar near his neck, but the worst of it looked to be from the brow split and a torn shoulder where fabric had ripped on stone. His pupils tracked the lantern cleanly. That mattered. So did the way he kept trying to push himself more upright instead of giving in.

“Can you stand?” I asked.

“With assistance and humiliation, probably.”

“Do not joke at me.”

“Wasn’t aimed at you.”

The wind shoved rain down between us. He sucked in breath and flinched hard, hand going to his side.

Not just a head wound. Likely bruised ribs. Maybe cracked.

I should have sent him downhill with directions and a warning. Any sensible keeper would have barred the gate, pointed him toward the lower route, and prayed he made it before the fold-path shifted again. Brairglass was not shelter for wanderers. It was not an inn. It was not kind to guests.

Another tremor ran through the wall, subtle but there. The garden reacting to pressure somewhere deeper in the terraces.

He would die before the next route marker if I left him there.

I slid his arm over my shoulders. “Get up.”

His weight hit me all at once, warm and dead-heavy through wet cloth. He was taller than I’d thought from the crouch, and broader. Not giant, just made of actual outside life—lifted loads, walked grades, worked with tools, ate ordinary meals in ordinary years. I planted my boots in the mud and dragged him through the side door before I could change my mind.

The moonvine by the inner gate brushed my sleeve, cold and slick with rain. No flowers. Only long pale stems twined through the lattice, tight as knotted fingers in the dark.

I kicked the door shut behind us and dropped the bar back into place.

The noise of the storm changed at once. Outside it had been all teeth. Inside the wall it softened into layered sound—water from gutter chains, leaves rattling, wind crossing stone terraces in long breaths. Brairglass always kept its own version of weather. Tonight the air tasted like metal and green bark.

He looked past me, beyond the lantern, and whatever he meant to say vanished.

People did that the first time.

The lower terrace stepped upward into shadow and silver where the rain hit glass. Stone beds curved around the central rise like pieces of a broken shell. White vines clung to the walls. Gold sunlace slept with its faces shut under woven covers. And above everything, dim through sheets of rain, the Yearheart Tree held the center—huge, dark, branch-latticed, every wet line of it catching stray light and giving none back.

“This place,” he said, too quietly, “is real?”

I adjusted his weight and started up the path. “It would be inconvenient if it were not.”

He made a sound that might have been a laugh, then lost it to pain.

By the time we reached the house my shoulder had gone hot from hauling him and my chest had begun its familiar tight draw, a thorn pressing inward behind the breastbone as if reminded I belonged here and nowhere else. I ignored it. I had practice.

Inside, the workroom smelled of rosemary spirit, wet wool, old paper, and the faint sugar edge of stored pears. I set the lantern on the broad table and pointed him to the chair nearest it, then changed my mind when I saw the state of him.

“Not there,” I said.

The visitor’s chair sat by the stove, straight-backed and rarely touched. Dust lay over the seat where no one had bothered it in too long. I stared at it a moment that felt longer than it was.

He noticed, because injured men with bright eyes still noticed things.

“You do have visitors,” he said.

“Not often.”

I swiped the dust aside with a folded cloth, too hard, leaving a clean arc through the gray. “Sit.”

He lowered himself with visible care, jaw set. The chair creaked like it was surprised to be needed.

I took the kettle from the side shelf, poured what hot water remained into a basin, and fed kindling to the stove until the flame caught strong. My hands kept moving. Strip wet cloth. Lay out needle. Clean rag. Salve. Bread. Knife. Everything ordinary was easier than deciding what to do with him.

He watched me without asking foolish questions. That, more than anything, kept me from resenting him at once.

“What is your name?” I asked.

“Owen Hart.”

The name sat plainly in the room. No noble house attached. No title after it.

“Mira Bell.”

He nodded once as if storing it for later use. “I owe you a poor entrance, Mira Bell.”

“You owe me an explanation if you stay awake long enough.”

“I can do one of those.”

“Start with why you came up a fold path in a storm.”

His mouth tightened. “I was marking boundary stone for the north route survey. Apprentice work. We were lower down at midday. Mist shifted. I thought I could cut across and rejoin the line before dark.”

“You thought wrong.”

“Yes.”

No defense in it. Just fact. Rainwater ran from his hair to his jaw and dropped to the floorboards.

I fetched a dry cloth and handed it over. He took it, then looked at the blood on his fingers as if only now remembering he was made of flesh. “There was a wall,” he said. “I saw lantern light through the rain. After that, mostly falling.”

“You are fortunate the gate was where you fell.”

“Fortunate is one word.”

I cut away the torn shoulder seam of his coat before he could argue and peeled the soaked cloth back from the wound underneath. Not deep enough to kill him. Deep enough to sting ugly for days. Bruising bloomed dark over his ribs where his shirt clung wet.

He hissed once when I cleaned the gash. After that he held still.

“You’ve done this before,” he said.

“Yes.”

“That sounded like the wrong answer.”

“It was the complete answer.”

I wound a bandage around his shoulder. My fingers knew the measure of pressure by habit—firm enough to hold, loose enough not to choke motion. Vera had made me learn with cloth on fence posts and tree trunks and once, memorably, on Tobin after he ripped his forearm open on freight iron and tried to say it barely deserved attention.

Thinking of Vera came with the old ache, quick and flat. I pushed that aside too.

When I reached for the bowl again, a pulse of pain went through my chest, sharper this time. I pressed my palm there before I could stop myself.

Owen’s gaze dropped at once. “You’re hurt.”

“No.”

“You just grabbed yourself like someone put a nail under your ribs.”

“It is not your concern.”

His eyes flicked back up to mine. Rain hammered the roof. The stove crackled. He said nothing, but I could feel the question settle and wait.

I disliked questions that waited.

“You need food before the medicine settles badly,” I said.

“Is that dismissal?”

“Yes.”

He accepted that too easily, which unsettled me more than offense would have.

I cut bread heel-thick and warmed a pan of lentils left from evening. There were pears preserved in syrup from late summer, and a heel of white cheese Tobin had brought on his last run. While the pot heated, I wrung water from Owen’s coat and hung it by the stove beside my oilskin. Mud dripped black to the tray below.

When I turned back, he was looking at the room with a concentration that had nothing to do with fever.

There was little to look at. Shelves of jars. Bundles of dried stems hung upside down near the beam. Vera’s old wall clock, stopped for years because clocks in Brairglass were more insult than instrument. A slate with watering ratios. A stack of folded route cloths. The cleaned visitor chair now occupied by a man who should not have existed inside this house.

His attention rested on the clock.

“It doesn’t work?” he asked.

“It lies.”

“That seems worse.”

“It is.”

I set the food on the table between us and handed him a spoon. “Eat slowly.”

He looked at the bowl, then at me. “You’re not worried I’ll die at your table?”

“If you do, you will be inconvenient in a new way.”

That got the laugh from him properly this time, short and low before he winced and pressed his ribs.

Something in me eased and disliked easing.

He ate like a man trying hard not to reveal hunger. That told me enough about him on its own. Working family, then. Not starved. Not careless either. He paused between mouthfuls when the pain in his side caught him, then resumed without complaint. His hands were rougher than the rest of him suggested, palms lined with fresh abrasions and older callus. Survey apprentice, yes, but used to carrying and climbing more than writing figures.

I poured him heated water with rosemary and bitterleaf. He drank it obediently, grimaced, and did not ask what was in it.

At length he said, “You live here alone.”

It was not quite a question.

“Yes.”

“All year?”

“More or less.”

“By choice?”

The storm thudded at the shutters. Somewhere deeper in the garden, glass gave a small ringing crack and settled. I counted the breaths before the next root-strain under the floor. Seven. Better than five.

“People do not usually ask that much at once,” I said.

“You don’t usually answer much at all.”

“You have known me less than an hour.”

“And still I know that.”

I should have disliked his directness. Instead I found myself adjusting to it the way one adjusts to a lantern carried low—annoying until the eye learns the shape of the light.

“This is work,” I said. “The garden needs a keeper.”

“That didn’t answer the question either.”

“No.”

He bent over the bowl again, but his mouth shifted slightly, not mocking. Taking measure.

Outside, thunder rolled along the mountain instead of over it. The house held the sound and turned it shallow. I rose to check the shutters, then the inner latch, then the bundle of fresh-cut sunlace cover cloths I had left near the sink. Restlessness had many disguises. I wore all of them well.

When I came back, Owen had set down the spoon and gone pale under the heat flush in his skin.

“How long since you fell?” I asked.

“I’m not certain.”

“Did you strike your head before or after the wall?”

He exhaled slowly through his nose. “Before. I think. There was loose shale and then not enough ground.”

“Did you lose time?”

He glanced toward the stopped clock again. “An unfortunate question to ask in this place, I suspect.”

“Answer it.”

“A little. Maybe.”

That might mean minutes. It might mean nothing. It might mean the mist had already brushed him harder than he knew. Fold paths taught humility by theft.

I knelt to examine his pupils again. Still even. Skin cold but warming. Hands steady enough. He watched my face with a peculiar concentration, like he was trying to read weather in it.

“Am I dying?” he asked.

“Not tonight.”

“Comforting.”

“It should be.”

“It is. Somewhat.”

I sat back on my heels and let out a breath. Relief was dangerous. Relief made people generous.

“You cannot stay long,” I said.

“Because you prefer solitude?”

“Because Brairglass does not keep the same time as Northwake.”

He went still. Not blank. Alert.

Most outsiders laughed at that part first, or thought I was speaking in warning-poem nonsense meant to frighten children off paths. Owen only frowned like a workman told a beam had shifted under load.

“How different?” he asked.

The storm answered before I did, a hard crack of thunder that shook the window frame.

I stood and crossed to the shelf above Vera’s old desk. There, hanging from a hook, was the brass pocket marker Tobin used when he came up from town—engraved with the current outside year, reset each winter because markings mattered when the mountain stole days from a route. I brought it back and set it on the table.

Owen wiped his fingers and turned it over. “One-eighty-six.”

“Yes.”

He touched the numerals. “The gate outside shows older marks.”

“I keep the current year there when Tobin brings it.”

“Tobin?”

“The transporter who carries supplies when routes hold.”

“And this place...” He lifted his gaze to mine. “What does it do to the count?”

I should have lied. I should have told him only enough to make him leave at first light.

Instead I heard Vera’s voice as clearly as if the stove had spoken: Never soften the cost. People only choose cleanly when they know what a place takes.

“Roughly a month here is a year outside,” I said. “Sometimes a little less. Sometimes more, in surges. Tonight the flow is uneven because of the storm.”

He did not move for a long second.

Then he said, very carefully, “You are serious.”

“Yes.”

“If I sit in that chair until sunrise—”

“In Northwake, nearly half a month may pass. Perhaps less. I would not gamble on it.”

He looked toward the shuttered window as if he might see town through mountain stone, through rain, through the dark. “Half a month.”

“Yes.”

“That’s absurd.”

“Yes.”

“You say it like the absurdity has already finished mattering.”

“It finished mattering to me years ago.”

The words came colder than I meant. Or perhaps exactly as meant.

He stared at me, and something changed in his face then—not belief all at once, not fear either. The first crack in dismissal. He had seen too much tonight already to throw the rest away.

“My people will think I’m dead if I vanish for a month,” he said.

“Half a month. Perhaps.”

“That is not a correction I find comforting.”

“Then be uncomfortable and leave before dawn.”

His thumb rubbed once over the year mark on the brass token. Worker’s hands. Small scar across one knuckle. Mud dried in the seams of skin.

“Why are you telling me this?” he asked quietly. “You could have let me sleep and pushed me out at daylight.”

“Because it would still be true whether you knew or not.”

He held my gaze. “No. I mean why tell me before you know whether I’ll believe you.”

I had no good answer that did not sound like loneliness wearing duty’s coat.

“Because I do not keep people by accident,” I said at last.

Something in his expression altered again. The room seemed suddenly smaller, the stove hotter.

He set the brass token down with care. “All right.”

The ease of it made me suspicious. “All right?”

“I said all right.”

“You believe me now?”

“I believe,” he said, glancing toward the door that led deeper into the garden, “that I collapsed outside a place no survey map marks correctly, and inside it there’s a dead clock, a wall with too many years scratched into it, and a woman who says impossible things as if she’s tired of them. I believe enough to be cautious.”

That was not the same as full trust. It was better.

I cleared the bowls, rinsed them in the basin, and set fresh water within his reach. He tried to rise and help, then sat again when the room tilted under him. Good. Pride had limits.

The chest pain eased to a simmer. Rain softened for three breaths, then came back harder.

“There is a narrow cot in the side room,” I said. “You can use it until the sky lightens.”

“Will that steal more days?”

“Yes.”

He absorbed that in silence.

I lit the smaller lantern and carried it to the side room, a space barely larger than a storage alcove, with one cot, one chest, one shelf, and a window too high to do more than admit gray. It had held spare cloth, tools, and once, long ago, Vera through a fever she refused to admit had nearly broken her. I had not used it for guests because guests did not remain.

Owen stood in the doorway, one hand braced to the frame.

“This is better than a ditch,” he said.

“It is a little better than a ditch.”

“That may be the kindest thing you’ve said so far.”

“I brought you inside. Do not become greedy.”

His mouth shifted again, faintly. “Noted.”

I left him there to settle and went out into the narrow hall, where the dark pressed close and the roots under the house murmured like water in pipes.

The garden needed checking.

Storms could push a terrace half a season sideways before dawn. Sunlace hated sudden chill. Hushmoss thickened where sound gathered too long. And when the pressure under the central beds rose, I felt it first as that buried thorn in my chest pulling toward the tree.

I took the outer lantern, shrugged my damp shawl tighter, and stepped back under the night.

The rain had thinned to a cold drift. Mist moved low over the stepping paths. On the upper ledge, moonvine climbed the stone ribs of the arch in pale ropes, leaves glossy black-green where wet touched them. No flowers yet. It was not a flowering hour.

The Yearheart Tree loomed above the central basin, roots vanishing under the terrace walls in directions no mason had ever entirely mapped. Around it the air always felt layered, as if old mornings hung inside current ones and had not fully let go.

I went first to the sunlace beds and adjusted the glass hoods over the tenderest rows. Then the drainage channels by the eastern wall. Then the west stair where runoff liked to jump its stone lip in storms. Work steadied thought. If my hands were busy enough, I did not have to picture a stranger in the side room breathing my air.

At the upper cistern I paused and pressed my palm to the center of my chest again.

The thorn answered—small, hard, wrong. Not pain like a wound exactly. More like a bit of frozen time lodged behind bone, reminding the rest of me that leaving had a cost and staying had a cost and some old accident had chosen for me long before I knew enough to object.

“Not tonight,” I muttered to the dark.

The garden did not care.

On my way back down I passed the lower gate and looked at the brass year plate once more. 186. Fresh-cut lines. Outside had moved there already. Here, the moonvine still clung as it had in older summers, patient and pale. I tried, and failed, not to think of the man who would have to leave under that mark before morning stole too much.

When I reentered the house, I found Owen sitting on the edge of the cot instead of lying down.

“You are supposed to be resting,” I said.

He was holding his boots in both hands like he had forgotten what came next. He looked up at me, more pale than before but very much awake. “I was listening.”

“To what?”

“The silence.”

I almost told him there was no such thing here. Then I understood.

Outside, storms filled space. Inside Brairglass, Hushmoss along the walls and under the eaves swallowed the edges of sound until every creak and breath felt too distinct. To people unused to it, the quiet could become pressure.

“You get used to it,” I said.

“I’m not sure I’d like to.”

“That is sensible.”

He set the boots down and leaned back against the wall, careful of his shoulder. “Do you?”

“Like it?”

He nodded.

Sometimes. When the garden slept. When snow held clean on the upper stones. When dawn moved through the pear glass and turned everything briefly gold. When no one was leaving.

“Yes,” I said. “Enough.”

He studied me with that same infuriating steadiness. “Enough is also not quite an answer.”

“You are learning quickly.”

“Occupational hazard.”

“Survey work?”

“And younger sisters.”

That caught my attention before I could stop it. “You have family in town.”

“A sister. June. And my mother’s brother on the freight side, though he believes every choice I make is half a step from breaking my neck.”

“He may not be entirely wrong.”

“No,” Owen said. “He may not.”

The picture rose whether I wanted it or not: a town below the mountain, lamps by lakewater, a girl named June with his eyes or not, waiting through ordinary weather for him to come home. Time there stacked itself by meals, chores, market days, worn steps on stone, arguments repeated until resolved. Time here pooled.

“You should sleep,” I said.

“Will you wake me before dawn?”

“Yes.”

He lowered himself at last, slow with pain. I drew the blanket up from the chest and handed it over.

“Thank you,” he said.

The words were simple enough to be dangerous.

I gave a short nod and turned away before courtesy could force me into softness.

I meant to sit in the workroom and watch the stove until light. Instead I found myself mending one of the route cloths by lamplight while the storm broke down outside piece by piece. The cloth had a tear at the edge no bigger than a finger joint. I repaired it too neatly. Tore it out. Did it again worse.

From the side room came no sound for a long while. Then, once, a muffled groan as Owen rolled wrong and jarred his ribs. Then silence again.

I should have been relieved.

Instead I kept listening for his breathing.

It was deep night when the house shifted with a stronger pull than before. Not from wind. From below. I looked up sharply, needle suspended.

The lantern flame bent without draft.

A pressure moved through the floorboards, down through the table legs, up my spine. The Yearheart drawing. Not rupture. Not yet. But enough to make the thorn in my chest flare hard.

I gasped, catching the edge of the table.

The side room door opened at once.

Owen stood there barefoot, one hand braced against the frame, hair flattened on one side from sleep. “Mira?”

“I told you to rest.”

“You made a sound.”

“I am aware.”

He crossed two steps toward me before the floor’s strange pull faded. Then he stopped, likely because he saw my face.

For a moment neither of us spoke.

Rain ticked softer at the roof now. Somewhere a gutter chain knocked stone in a slow irregular beat.

“What was that?” he asked.

“Brairglass.”

“That is not an explanation.”

“It is enough for tonight.”

He hesitated, jaw working once. “You were in pain.”

“Yes.”

“Because of me being here?”

“No.”

I thought of the lie as soon as I said it. Not because he caused the pull. But because the garden noticed presence. New weight. New sequence. New possibility. It always noticed.

His eyes narrowed slightly, not in anger. Measuring again. “You don’t like false comfort any more than I do, I think.”

“You know very little about what I like.”

“True.”

He came no closer, which I appreciated more than I would have expected. Many men, even good ones, mistook concern for permission to crowd.

“Should I leave now?” he asked.

The question landed sharp between us.

I looked toward the shuttered black window. Still full dark. The route would be murder at this hour, and he was injured enough to miss footing even without fold mist.

“No,” I said after a beat. “Not until there is light enough to see the markers.”

He nodded and waited.

“What?”

“You look like you wanted to say more.”

I almost laughed at the unfairness of being read so quickly by a stranger.

“If you stay here,” I said, speaking slowly because each word felt like setting stone in place, “do not wander. Do not follow lights if you see them beyond the lower terraces. Do not cut across plant beds even if the path seems longer than it should. And if I tell you to match my steps exactly, do it without asking why.”

His brows drew together. “Have you had to say that before?”

“Yes.”

“Did they listen?”

“Not always.”

Something in my face must have answered whatever else he had thought to ask, because he let the rest go.

“All right,” he said.

Again that easy acceptance. Not easy, I corrected myself. Chosen.

He glanced toward the table, where the route cloth still lay half-mended under lamplight. “You were working.”

“I usually am.”

“At this hour?”

“At every hour.”

“That sounds miserable.”

“It sounds like upkeep.”

He gave me a look I could not easily name. “You make this place sound smaller than it is.”

“It becomes manageable if spoken of plainly.”

“Does it?”

No one had a right to ask me that in my own kitchen.

And yet.

I looked at him standing there in borrowed blanket and bandage, hair untidy, feet bare on old floorboards, still half-white from blood loss and sleep. Nothing ornate. Nothing grand. Just a young man who had fallen through weather and bad judgment into my impossible life and refused, apparently, to be cowed by tone alone.

“No,” I said.

He let out a breath that might have been agreement.

Since neither of us moved, the room settled around us in layers—the stove’s steady crackle, wet fabric dripping by the hearth, the faint medicinal sting of rosemary and spirit, the deeper root-hum from beyond the walls. His presence disturbed the familiar pattern of it. Not violently. Simply by existing there.

“I should sleep,” he said at last.

“You should.”

“If I wake and it’s still dark, will that mean an hour has passed or a day?”

“Neither, probably.”

He huffed what this time truly was a laugh. “You are determined not to reassure me.”

“Correct.”

“Good.”

That stopped me. “Good?”

“I’d rather know where I’m standing.”

The answer went into me more cleanly than it should have.

He returned to the side room. This time, when he lay down, he slept.

I did not.

The rest of the night broke into tasks. I checked the stove. Rewound the bandage cloth in case I needed fresh wraps. Wrote three lines in the narrow ledger by the sink: storm surge west, sunlace covered, stranger at gate. Then I crossed out stranger and wrote Owen Hart instead.

Names mattered. Too much.

Near what ought to have been the last black part before dawn, I opened the back door for air.

Mist drifted low through the nearest terrace, ghost-pale. The storm had passed downslope, leaving only the after-breath of rain in leaf and stone. Moonvine gleamed under the gate arch like wet bone. Beyond the wall, the mountain was only shape and colder dark.

I could still send him away with the first gray.

That had always been the rule with fragile things. Do not keep what cannot remain. Do not warm a hand you must soon force open. Do not let the garden teach you the shape of company.

Behind me the floorboard in the hall creaked.

“You move quietly for an injured man,” I said without turning.

“I’ve been accused of worse.”

His voice came rougher from sleep. When I glanced back, he had one hand on the doorframe and the blanket around his shoulders like a poor attempt at dignity. The bandage at his brow had held. Good.

“Is it morning?” he asked.

“Not yet.”

“It smells different.”

“Rain ended.”

He stepped beside me carefully, stopping where the threshold stone met the outer path. Wise again. Without my saying it, he did not cross into the terrace dark.

From there he could see the lower beds, the slick path, the gate arch crowded in white vine, and above them the bare lower sweep of the Yearheart’s branches.

“It’s quieter,” he said.

“Hushmoss is thick after storms.”

“That moss swallows sound?”

“Yes.”

He looked at the wall, the path, the gate, the arrangement of stone and planted beds with the alertness of a man fixing a route in mind. Surveyor’s apprentice indeed. He was already learning the place as if he assumed memory would matter.

“You think I’m foolish,” he said.

“Yes.”

“That’s fair.”

“But not for wanting to remember the way.”

He turned his head toward me then, a small movement, but enough that I felt the awareness of it like warmth off the stove.

“Would it be worse,” he asked, “if I said I was curious?”

“Yes.”

“Even if the curiosity is mostly because you dragged me through a storm into a place nobody back in town quite believes exists?”

“Especially then.”

He looked back out at the garden. “I thought so.”

The sky beyond the terrace edge had begun the faintest change, not light yet, but the easing of absolute black. Time to move him. Time to stop letting the room between us gather shape.

“You will leave as soon as the markers show,” I said.

“I know.”

“And you will go straight down by the east path. Do not take the ridge cut. The storm will have loosened shale.”

“I know that too.”

“You know it because I am telling you now.”

His mouth shifted. “Yes.”

I should have gone to fetch his coat. Instead I stayed where I was, listening to the last water shake from leaves.

After a moment he said, “You live in a place that can steal weeks in a night.”

“Yes.”

“You warn me anyway.”

“Yes.”

“You brought me in anyway.”

I did not answer.

He drew the blanket tighter against the mountain chill. “Those seem at odds.”

“No. They are the same thing.”

He was quiet long enough that I thought perhaps I had ended it. Then:

“I’ll remember that.”

The words were ordinary. The way he said them was not.

I turned away first and went to retrieve his coat, now mostly dry from the stove heat. When I brought it, he took it from my hands without brushing my fingers, though he was close enough that he could have. That carefulness felt stranger than contact would have.

He dressed slowly, favoring his ribs. I rewrapped the shoulder once more and tied the knot firm.

“If the wound heats or stinks, find a proper healer,” I said.

“I’ll tell them a garden woman ordered it.”

“Tell them nothing about this place.”

“Wouldn’t they call me a liar?”

“Yes.”

“Comforting again.”

I almost smiled. Almost.

The first gray had reached the upper glass by then. Not sun. Just enough dawn for edges.

I took the lantern and led him out.

The garden at that hour always looked caught between intentions. Wet stone turned pearl-gray. Hushmoss darkened almost black. The sunlace beds held their breath under cover cloth. Above us, the Yearheart Tree stood immense and still, as if storms happened at a distance from it even when lightning struck the wall.

Owen walked close enough to follow, not so close as to crowd. Good footing despite the night’s injuries. Better than last evening. His gaze moved everywhere, measuring terraces, turns, drainage channels, gate placement, the way one path forked but one fork returned upon itself in a loop only Brairglass understood.

When we reached the lower arch, he stopped beneath the moonvine.

The leaves were full of rain. A few buds showed at the tips, still tightly closed, pale as fingernails.

“This is the gate,” he said, studying the brass year plate, the latch, the stones to either side.

“Yes.”

“You keep the year there on purpose.”

“Yes.”

“So people know what they’ve crossed?”

“Sometimes.”

He nodded as if adding that to an internal list.

I lifted the bar and pulled open the smaller door. Cold mountain air entered at once, carrying pine, wet shale, the far rush of runoff.

The world outside looked brutally normal.

Mist lay in strips along the slope, but I could already make out the first route markers descending toward Northwake—stone posts with red-glass caps, dull in the weak light. Below them, somewhere beyond folds and wet pines and working roads, there would be town smoke, greenhouse roofs, bridge lines, market shutters lifting, people beginning a day they believed belonged cleanly to them.

Owen stood at the threshold without crossing.

“If I go now,” he said, “how much has gone?”

“Enough.”

“Still not an answer.”

“No.”

He accepted that with a small breath. “All right.”

He stepped through, then turned back, one hand on the wet side of the door.

Rainwater still clung at his temple where his hair had not dried properly. The bandage at his brow made him look younger and not younger at once. A boy hurt. A man standing anyway.

“You don’t expect to see me again,” he said.

“I expect people to say many things in unusual places.”

“That sounds like no.”

“It is near enough.”

He looked at the moonvine, then at me. “I haven’t earned trust.”

“No.”

“But I did mean thank you.”

I could not answer that cleanly. My throat had gone strangely tight for no reason I respected.

He glanced downslope toward the route markers, then back up, decision plain in the line of him.

“I may come back,” he said.

Lightly said. Not as an oath made for effect. Not courtship. Not performance. Just one practical sentence spoken by a man who had already begun storing the turn of the path in his head.

The moonvine flowered.

Not all over. Not the dramatic spills it could produce in stronger seasons. Just one bloom opening near his shoulder with a soft wet sound, white petals uncurling from the bud in the cold dawn like a hand slowly waking.

Owen saw it happen.

So did I.

For a heartbeat neither of us moved.

The flower trembled in the mountain air, impossibly fresh, rain-bright and white against the dark leaves.

Owen looked from it to me. “What did I say?”

“Nothing that matters.”

It was a poor lie. He knew it at once.

His eyes narrowed slightly, but he did not press. Wise for the third time.

“All right, Mira Bell,” he said, and this time my name sounded too settled in his mouth for a stranger’s voice. “Then I’ll leave before your impossible garden takes offense.”

“It takes more than offense.”

“I gathered.”

He started downslope, then paused after three paces and turned just enough to lift one hand—not waving, exactly. Marking. A practical acknowledgment, like a worker leaving a site he intended to revisit.

Then he went into the mist between the route stones and was gone.

I should have shut the gate immediately.

Instead I stood under the arch with the lantern cooling in my hand and looked at the single moonvine flower opening wider by the brass year mark.

Behind my ribs, the thorn hurt.
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Chapter 2: Until Morning
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“Don’t stand there deciding whether to disobey me,” I said.

Owen had one hand on the outer side of the gate and one foot on wet stone beyond it, but he was still half-turned toward me, caught between leaving and asking one question too many. The single moonvine flower beside his shoulder gleamed white in the thin gray before dawn, rain beading in the folds of the petals.

“I was deciding whether I imagined that,” he said.

“You did not.”

His gaze flicked to the bloom again. “And you’re still going to tell me it means nothing.”

“Yes.”

“That seems dishonest for someone who dislikes being coddled.”

“I did not say I dislike dishonesty. I said I dislike false comfort.”

The wind off the slope moved through the gap in the gate and brought the raw smell of wet stone and pine. Beyond the first route marker, the mountain was still mostly shadow, only the glass cap on the post catching the least bit of coming light. Owen drew a breath that went shallow when his ribs complained, then straightened as if pain could be ignored by decision alone.

“Then give me the uncomfortable version,” he said. “If that flower opened because of what I said, I’d rather know.”

I should have sent him on with nothing but the path and the warning. Instead I stood there with damp hair sticking to my neck and lantern light thinning against the dawn, and answered a question no one outside the garden needed answered.

“Moonvine listens badly and answers worse,” I said. “That is the uncomfortable version.”

He waited.

“It reacts to spoken promises at night,” I added. “Not every time. Not cleanly. Trivial things sometimes stir it. Deep things stir it more. It has poor judgment.”

His brows rose. “You keep a promise-listening plant over the main gate.”

“I did not design the place.”

“Still.”

“It is usually quieter than this.”

He glanced at the single white bloom with an expression I could not easily read. Not vanity. Not delight. Something more cautious, as if he disliked causing a mechanism to move before he understood its teeth.

“And if someone says something they don’t mean?”

“It can flower anyway,” I said. “That is part of why it is a poor judge.”

“That sounds unfair.”

“The garden is full of unfair things.”

I regretted the words at once, because Brairglass had a way of taking every plain statement and making it sound like confession if the hour was wrong enough.

Owen shifted his weight to step down onto the outer stone, and I caught his sleeve before he could.

“Not there.”

He stopped immediately. “The path?”

“The path is not where you think it is yet.”

His eyes dropped to my hand at his sleeve and then lifted to my face. I let go at once.

“Step where I step,” I said. “Exactly. If your boot catches on a stone edge you do not see, you will go knee-deep into fold mist. That is the kind version of what can happen.”

“Exactly,” he repeated.

“Yes.”

He nodded once. No argument. That should not have mattered to me as much as it did.

I took the lantern and stepped out first, setting my boot on the left side of the threshold stone, not the center. The center looked ordinary. The center was wrong until full light. Owen followed carefully, his boot landing in the print I had just left. We moved between the first two route markers and then off the visible line entirely, across a stretch of slick ground where only the angle of the runoff told the truth. Water from the storm ran downhill in three directions at once. That was how I knew where the seam lay.

He saw it too.

His head turned slightly, tracking the split streams, the strain of the grass, the way moss clung darker to one side of the stones than the other. Surveyor eyes. Even half hurt and half exhausted, he was reading the ground.

“You noticed,” I said.

“The water’s wrong.”

“It is always wrong there before sunrise.”

“And if I’d stepped in the middle?”

“You might have walked east and come out north. Or kept walking the same six paces until noon. Or lost an hour and your temper.”

“Only those?”

“Those are the polite possibilities.”

He huffed a breath that might have become a laugh if his side had let him. “You do have a talent for encouragement.”

“It has preserved several people.”

“How many?”

“Enough.”

That answer sat between us for a few steps. The route bent around a low outcrop slick with black lichen. Beyond it, the proper mountain path joined us again, its red-capped markers descending toward Northwake through pine and morning mist. The eastern sky had begun to pale behind the cloudbank. Dawn was coming properly now, but not fast enough for my comfort.

I stopped at a split stone where the garden’s reach thinned and turned to him. “From here, it is mostly honest ground.”

“Mostly.”

“Yes.”

“I’m learning that is the best word your world offers.”

“My world is not trying to be pleasant.”

“That was clear from the storm.”

He looked downslope, then back toward the gate above us. The garden wall rose out of the mist like some old wet thought the mountain had not finished with. The moonvine over the arch was visible even from here as a pale twist against dark stone, and I hated that I could still pick out the single white flower.

“You said half a month by sunrise,” he said.

“Yes.”

“Half a month from when?”

“From the time you crossed the gate.”

“I crossed not long after full dark.”

“I know.”

He rubbed one thumb against the side of his forefinger, feeling the grit of dried mud there. “And if I’d stayed until noon?”

“Longer.”

“That isn’t a number.”

“No.”

He looked at me with open impatience for the first time. Good. Impatience was simpler than softness.

“You keep refusing the number,” he said.

“Because it shifts. Storms distort the pull. The garden is not a clock that can be wound and read cleanly.”

“What is it, then?”

A root cage. A storage vessel. An old solution left running too long. The thing that kept me from belonging to any ordinary year.

“A place that takes from one side to steady the other,” I said.

His expression sharpened at that. “That sounded less like warning and more like work.”

“It is work.”

“For who?”

“For me.”

The answer seemed to land harder on him than the earlier impossibilities. Perhaps because it was the least impossible thing I had said. He looked back toward the wall, seeing it differently now: not as ruin or miracle, but as a thing maintained. A system. Something that could fail if left alone too long.

“You live there to keep it from coming apart,” he said.

“Yes.”

“And if it came apart?”

“The surrounding routes would worsen. The lower orchards might lose seasons out of order. Bridges frost in summer. Fruit over-ripens on the branch in a day. Sometimes people vanish into timing gaps and come out with whole weeks missing.”

He went still in a way that had nothing to do with fear and everything to do with trying to imagine measurements that refused to stay on a straight line.

“That has happened,” he said.

“Yes.”

“In Northwake?”

“Not recently.”

“Recently.”

I adjusted the lantern in my hand. The flame inside was nearly unnecessary now. “You ask as if I keep neat ledgers for every ugly thing.”

“Don’t you?”

I almost said yes.

The truth was less clean. I kept ledgers for water ratios, root pressure, cutting dates, Tobin’s supply lists, weather shifts, and years scratched into the gate when the outside world handed me a new count. Ugly things went into memory because there were too many of them for paper.

“Enough to know when to tell someone to leave,” I said.

He accepted that. I was beginning to understand that Owen Hart did not stop pressing because he was timid. He stopped when he judged he had reached the edge of what could honestly be taken from a person.

That, too, unsettled me.

A bell sounded faintly from far below.

Once. Then again.

Northwake’s dawn bell carried strangely in mountain weather. Usually the mist swallowed it whole before it reached the upper paths. Today the storm-cleared air let it travel thin and cold all the way up to us.

Owen turned his head toward the sound. “Six-bell already.”

“Yes.”

He frowned. “No. It can’t be.”

“Why?”

“When I came up yesterday, the evening freight bell had barely finished. Storm or no storm, it can’t be less than dawn now. If I lost a few hours in the fall, maybe. But not enough for—”

He cut himself off and dug with his good hand into the inner pocket of his coat. When he brought out the object, I saw at once what it was: a brass field watch, plain, scratched near the hinge, its casing tied to a cord so it could be looped to a belt during climbs. Practical. Cheap enough to bruise, costly enough not to throw away.

He thumbed it open and stared.

“What does it say?” I asked.

“Just past the second hour.”

“That would have been before midnight?”

“Closer to it.” He shook the watch once, like the hands might be persuaded by irritation. “It stopped.”

“Perhaps when you fell.”

“Perhaps.”

But his voice had changed. The stubborn lightness from the gate had gone thin.

He snapped the watch shut, slipped it back into his coat, and looked down the path again. “I know what six-bell sounds like from the lower freight road,” he said, as if he were laying out survey notes for himself. “And the light is wrong.”

“The light is usually wrong near Brairglass.”

“Not just here.”

I said nothing.

Below us, through thinning mist, movement emerged on the path: a mule first, ears forward and annoyed with the wet, then a man under a patched oil cape leading it by the reins. The mule carried side crates and one long wrapped bundle. The man’s gait was careful on the slick stone, not because he feared falling but because his knees had spent too many years reminding him they existed.

Tobin Reed never hurried unless something had gone very wrong.

He lifted his head when he saw me above and raised one hand in greeting, then noticed Owen and slowed.

“Well,” he called up in a voice worn to gravel by age and weather, “either the mountain’s taken to growing boys overnight or you’ve had company.”

Owen glanced at me, then back to the old transporter. “Do you know me?”

Tobin squinted, wiping rain from his brow with the back of his glove. “Hart’s lad, aren’t you? From Northwake. You help the survey office on bad route weeks.”

“Apprentice,” Owen said automatically.

“Same disease, smaller pay.”

Tobin reached us and planted his boots wide on the stone. Close up, the years showed hard on him—white in the beard, thickened knuckles, one ear partly folded from an old cold injury, and the slow-careful movement of a man who had hauled freight on treacherous grades for longer than was wise. He looked from Owen’s bandage to me and took in enough without needing it told.

“Storm catch you?” he asked Owen.

“Yes.”

“Mm. You’re fortunate she bothers with dying things.” He jerked his chin toward me.

“I was not dying,” Owen said.

“Yet.”

“That is enough, Tobin,” I said.

“It is exactly enough.” He set the mule’s reins around a route post and tugged off one glove with his teeth. “Town’s been chewing itself for twelve days over you, boy. Survey office posted word at the market, then on the south bridge. Your foreman looked like a man swallowing nails when I last saw him.”

Owen stared.

Not blankly. Blankness would have been easier. What crossed his face was the violent attempt to make numbers sit still long enough to be understood.

“Twelve,” he said.

Tobin glanced at him, then at me. “You didn’t tell him?”

“I told him enough.”

“Mm.”

Owen turned fully to the old transporter. “That’s not possible.”

Tobin pulled a folded date slip from inside his cape and held it out, not unkindly. “You can argue with the paper if you like. Market stamp’s on the back.”

Owen took it with fingers that had gone clumsy all at once. It was only a trade slip, the sort issued with greenhouse tallies and freight receipts, but the day and month were pressed into the edge in blue wax for route accounting. Year marks mattered on mountain roads. So did dates when folds were near.

He looked at the stamp and his jaw hardened so fast I heard his teeth touch.

“Twelve,” he said again, softer.

“Near enough thirteen by noon,” Tobin replied. “Storm closed the upper north line after the first day. Search went lower after that. Your sister was carrying food to the men on the third day because none of them had the sense to stop stumbling about and eat it themselves.”

Owen blinked once. “June?”

“She has more spine than the lot of you. That surprises no one.”

His field watch, the town bell, the stamped slip, June carrying food to search men who had already spent days looking for him—one after another the pieces settled into place, and I watched the moment disbelief stopped being available to him.

He did not look at me at first. He looked at the mist. At his own hand holding the date slip. At the path he had meant to walk like any other morning route. When he finally turned toward me, the gray of his eyes had gone sharper, not from anger but from effort.

“You were serious,” he said.

“Yes.”

The word sounded smaller than the thing it had to hold.

His throat moved once. “If I’d slept until noon.”

“More than thirteen,” I said.

He let out a breath that broke halfway. “Damn.”

Tobin made a grunt that might have been sympathy if one squinted.

No one spoke for a few moments. The mule shook rain from its mane and stamped. Far below, Northwake’s second bell line rolled thin over the lake and vanished.

I should have felt vindicated. Instead I felt something meaner and less useful: the old hard ache of watching an ordinary life realize it had already gone on without waiting for permission.

Owen folded the date slip once and handed it back to Tobin. “Thank you.”

“You can thank me by not falling off another mountain until the weather dries,” Tobin said.

“I’ll do my best.”

“Your best seems adventurous.”

“That is also enough, Tobin,” I said.

He gave me a look from under his wet brows. “You’re pricklier than usual.”

“It stormed.”

“Ah. So it’s the sky, not the boy.”

I ignored him. Tobin enjoyed needling the air just to prove it existed.

He looked between us once more, saw something I did not want named, and wisely turned to the mule instead. “Got your salt blocks, the root ash, and the brass wire you asked for. Pears too. Lower crate’s split, but only because the mule hates being practical.”

The mule flattened one ear.

“You can bring them up,” I said.

“In a moment. Let the living settle first.”

Owen watched this exchange with a kind of wary curiosity, taking in how easily Tobin stood in the space between the garden and the town below. Practical bridge indeed. He had likely been one of the only people left who treated Brairglass like a workplace instead of a legend to trade in bad taverns.

“You come here often?” Owen asked him.

Tobin barked a laugh. “Often enough that my knees complain about her steps by name.”

“You should not insult my steps in front of strangers.”

“Boy’s not a stranger now, is he? Mountain’s already eaten twelve days of him.”

The words hit harder than the old man intended. I saw it in Owen’s face. He did not flinch outwardly, but his hand closed once at his side and opened again.

Tobin saw it too. His mouth tightened.

“Well,” he said gruffly, “better twelve days than a grave pit and a poor marker stone. Don’t go giving the weather more chances than it deserves.”

Owen nodded.

I lifted the lantern though dawn had nearly erased the need for it. “You should go.”

The words were for Owen. They sounded colder than I meant. Perhaps colder than I didn’t.

He met my eyes, and for the first time since I had dragged him inside, there was no room left in his expression for disbelief or easy humor. Only the fact of what had happened and the work of fitting himself back into it.

“Yes,” he said. “I should.”

Tobin turned away to busy himself with the mule and give us the little privacy the path allowed. I did not thank him for it. He would only have made it unbearable.

Owen adjusted his coat, then looked down at the route line, measuring it the way he had measured the fold seam above. “If I take the east descent and keep to the red caps, I’ll come out by the lower freight road first.”

“Yes.”

“Then cross the second stone bridge.”

“Yes.”

“There’s a split ash halfway down, lightning scar on the trunk.”

“Yes.”

“And the marker after it leans west by a handspan.”

“Yes.”

He looked up. “You thought I wasn’t memorizing it.”

“I thought you were. I disapproved.”

That almost brought the ghost of a smile back, but not quite. He looked older than he had an hour ago. Not by the years themselves; those still sat outside him, invisible. Older by knowledge.

“I’m a surveyor’s apprentice,” he said. “Bad routes are the only ones worth remembering.”

“You should prefer the safe ones.”

“I prefer finishing my work.”

“Brairglass is not your work.”

“Maybe not.”

The answer was too quick to be careless. I felt it like a thread pulling taut somewhere I had done nothing to tie.

“You have twelve lost days waiting for you below,” I said. “Family. Work. Search crews who will want to hit you and feed you in that order.”

“That sounds about right.”

“Then go to them.”

“I am going.”

“That should be the whole of it.”

He studied me for a second longer than was kind. “You keep saying things as if repetition will make them easier.”

“It does, occasionally.”

“For who?”

I did not answer.

He drew in a slow breath and winced when the bandage at his ribs shifted under the coat. “All right,” he said. “Then one practical question before I leave.”

“One.”

“Do fold paths always lie the same way?”

“No.”

“Do they at least lie with habits?”

I stared at him.

That, more than the date slip or the bell, might have been the moment I understood what sort of mind he had brought up the mountain. He was not asking out of curiosity alone. He was asking because false ground offended him as a structural problem.

“Some have habits,” I said at last. “Water shows them. Wind shows them. Frost does too. And some lie differently every time.”

“So you read conditions, not just route marks.”

“Yes.”

“And if someone wanted to come up without being eaten by the mountain—”

“They should not want that.”

“That wasn’t the question.”

My jaw tightened. Tobin, from the mule, made a suspiciously interested silence.

“If someone wanted to come up,” I said, “they would wait for clear weather. They would keep to the lower east line until the split stone, then take the narrow rise where the markers thin. They would not walk by moonlight. They would not trust distance in mist. They would watch where runoff separates, and they would never assume the shortest line is the true one.”

Owen listened as if I were dictating measurements for a bridge footing.

“And in the dark?”

“In the dark they would be a fool.”

His gaze shifted briefly toward the garden wall above us. “Noted.”

I regretted every useful word as soon as it left me.

“You should forget half of what I just said,” I told him.

“I doubt I will.”

“That was not permission.”

“No.”

He looked almost apologetic for that. Almost.

Tobin clicked his tongue at the mule and started untying the reins. “If the lesson’s over, girl, I’d like to get these pears inside before they become another season.”

“Bring them,” I said.

“In a moment.”

Old man’s mercy again. I hated that I noticed it.

Owen adjusted his shoulder once more. The motion made his face tighten. “Before I go,” he said, “the flower.”

“No.”

“You haven’t heard the question.”

“I know the shape of it.”

“Do you.”

“Yes.”

He lowered his hand. “All right. Then I’ll ask the other one.”

I waited.

“Has anyone else made it bloom at the gate?”

There it was. Not vanity. Not fishing for softness. He wanted scale. Measure. Whether the thing that had happened belonged in a ledger of ordinary incidents or not.

I looked up toward the wall where the moonvine curled pale against stone. The white flower was too far to show detail from here now, just a small brightness in the gray.

“Yes,” I said.

That was true.

Children had promised not to steal pears and stirred a bud once. Tobin had promised to bring salt before first frost and coaxed two flowers open in one night because he had meant it in his stubborn freight-man way. Vera had made the entire arch break white when I was ten and fevered and did not understand why she held my hand so hard.

None of that was the answer he was asking for.

Owen seemed to hear the incompleteness and let it pass.

He shifted his weight toward the descent. “Then I suppose I’d better avoid making promises carelessly.”

“That would be wise.”

“I don’t do much carelessly when I have time to think.”

“Your presence here argues otherwise.”

“That,” he said, and the corner of his mouth finally moved, “was weather, not character.”

I should not have liked that line. I did.

The dawn light strengthened enough to put color into the pines. Wet bark darkened to red-brown. Mist lifted from the lower cut. The mountain was becoming a real place again, which made the hours we had just spent feel somehow stranger.

Below, Northwake waited with twelve days inside it that he had not lived.

Above, Brairglass waited with all its impossible slowness and its single white bloom and its bad habit of noticing when I had let someone cross too far inward.

“Go,” I said again, quieter.

This time he nodded without resistance.

He took three steps down, stopped, and looked back over his shoulder. “I meant what I said at the gate.”

I said nothing.

“I know the flower’s a bad judge,” he went on, “and I know I’m leaving with more missing time than is sensible. But I meant it.”

“You should mean getting home.”

“I do.”

“That is enough, then.”

“For now.”

The phrase settled badly in my chest.

He looked at the route markers, then back at me. “I came up the mountain like an idiot in a storm,” he said. “Next time, if there is one, I’ll find the way back properly.”

My body went very still.

Not because of the promise. Not because moonvine might be listening. Because he had said next time in the plain voice of a man stating how he intended to approach unfinished work, and part of me—small, hard, treacherous—believed him before I could kill the thought.

“Do not make plans around Brairglass,” I said.

“Then I’ll make them around weather and stone.”

“Owen.”

He dipped his head once, almost like apology and almost like acknowledgment, then turned and started down the path for real.

I watched until the split ash took him from sight.

Only then did I realize Tobin had come to stand beside me with the mule reins looped over one wrist.

“Mm,” he said.

“That is not a useful sound.”

“Never said it was.”

He looked down the route where Owen had vanished, then up toward the gate. “Hart boy’s got a spine on him.”

“He has poor judgment.”

“So did Vera.”

I did not like hearing the two placed in the same line.

Tobin, seeing that, wisely shifted his weight and nodded toward the crates. “Come on, then. Salt blocks don’t carry themselves.”

We started back upslope with the mule between us. The mountain had gone slick and honest under morning light. At the fold seam, Tobin did not need telling where to step. He followed my boots precisely, as he always had, cursing the wet under his breath and pretending not to notice how his knees shook after the uneven ground.

By the time we reached the gate, the moonvine bloom had opened fully.

Tobin paused under the arch and looked at it. His weathered face gave away almost nothing, but I knew the measure of his silences too.

“One flower,” he said.

“Yes.”

“And he said?”

“Nothing worth repeating.”

“Mm.”

He led the mule through the smaller door and I dropped the bar back into place behind us. The sound of it settling made something in me clench. Outside, Owen was walking down toward a town that had spent nearly two weeks living without him. Inside, the garden breathed around us as if it had merely taken rain in the night and nothing more.

Tobin began unloading the mule in the lower yard with the efficient impatience of a man who knew every unnecessary bend in his back would be collected later with interest. I took the pears first, then the root ash, then the coil of brass wire wrapped in oiled cloth. My hands moved. My mind refused.

“Twelve days,” I said at last, because I disliked how the number sat in me without being named.

“Closer to thirteen by late afternoon,” Tobin replied. “Storm came down meaner than expected. Search parties spent the first two days on the upper ridge, then shifted lower when no one found a body.”

He said body the way practical people did, without ceremony, because mountain work made politeness useless around loss.

I stacked the pears by the cool shelf. “You said June carried food.”

“Mm.”

“How old is she now?”

“Last I asked? Fifteen, maybe sixteen.”

The answer struck me oddly. Owen had said younger sister in the side room as if naming some fixed thing. Younger sister. A fact one could leave overnight and come back to unchanged. But the mountain had already spent almost two weeks making her carry food to search men.

I tied off the brass wire and put it away too hard.

Tobin noticed, naturally. “Don’t go drawing blood on the stock because a boy looked surprised by the world.”

“I am not.”

“You are.”

“I am annoyed.”

“With him?”

“With weather. With fold pull. With the timing of your mouth.”

Tobin snorted. “My mouth’s never well-timed. That’s how folk know I’m sincere.”

He hauled the last crate inside and shut the door on the mule’s offended face. “There’s more, if you want it.”

“I don’t.”

“That never stops anyone.”

He stripped off his cape and hung it by the stove. Damp steam rose from it at once. Underneath he wore the same old freight jacket he had worn for years, patched at one elbow with heavier cloth. The sight of that patch had once meant safety to me. It still did, though I disliked admitting it.

“The Hart house was not doing well by the tenth day,” he said more quietly. “Boy’s mother’s been dead a while, you know that?”

“No.”

“Mm. Then now you do. It’s him and the girl mostly, with neighbors when they’re sensible enough to take help.”

I stood still.

There are moments when outside life rushes into Brairglass more violently than any storm. Not through catastrophe. Through detail. A dead mother. A younger sister carrying food. Search notices at the market. A foreman swallowing nails. None of it grand enough for song. All of it heavy.

Tobin watched me over the rim of the cup he had poured for himself without asking. “That why you look like the pears offended your ancestry?”

“He should not come back.”

“There’s the old line.”

“It is a correct line.”

“Correct lines make poor company.”

“I did not ask for company.”

“Didn’t say you did.”

He drank and let the steam fog his beard. “But he’ll likely come if he can.”

I went to the ledger by the sink because paper was safer than Tobin’s face. Under storm surge west, sunlace covered, and Owen Hart, I added in smaller writing: thirteen days outside by dawn bell and date slip. The words sat there too neatly.

“He cannot build a life around missed weeks,” I said.

“No.”

“People below do not wait for the mountain to release what it takes.”

“No.”

“If he keeps coming, it will hurt him.”

Tobin made a soft scraping sound with his cup against the table. “Probably.”

I turned toward him, angry suddenly because he would not argue. “That is all?”

“What do you want from me, girl? A lie?”

No.

That was the trouble.

He set the cup down and leaned both palms on the table. The old freight scars on his hands stood pale against the red-brown skin. “Listen to me. You did right to send him out at dawn. You did right to tell him plain. And if he has any wit, he’ll stay off the upper paths till this wound knits and the missing days settle.”

“That is the sensible outcome.”

“Mm.”

“You do not sound convinced.”

“I’ve hauled enough crates for enough years to know sensible outcome isn’t the same thing as what a person chooses.”

I looked away.

Through the side window I could see the lower arch and a slice of the wall beyond it. The moonvine flower still held white under the morning light. In daylight it looked almost ordinary. That made it worse.

Tobin followed my gaze. “You going to cut that bloom off?”

“No.”

“Why not?”

“It did nothing wrong.”

“Neither did you.”

“That is debatable.”

He let that pass too. For all his bluntness, Tobin knew when a line had no use beyond being pressed.

We spent the next hour on practical things because practical things always demanded hands before thought. Salt blocks went to the dry shelf. Root ash was portioned into the marked bins. The split crate had to be re-nailed before damp warped it worse. Tobin repaired the lower slat while I checked the pears and set aside the bruised ones for cooking down. Work made the room ordinary again by inches.

Still, Owen’s absence remained in it in irritating ways.

The visitor’s chair by the stove no longer wore dust.

The side room smelled faintly of rosemary, rain, and unfamiliar skin-warmth where the blanket had held him.

A used bowl sat drying on the rack beside mine.

I disliked noticing any of it.

Tobin, because he was old and malicious in careful portions, noticed me noticing.

“He’ll make it down,” he said at last while fitting a fresh nail into the crate slat.

“You don’t know that.”

“I know Hart stock. Stubborn to the root.”

“That is not a safety measure.”

“Nothing on a mountain is.”

He drove the nail in with two firm blows. “But he’s got his head back under him now. And he heard the bell, saw the date, felt the cost. Folk take the path more seriously once it’s bitten them.”

I tied a string around a bundle of pear stems harder than necessary. “Good.”

“That sounded almost disappointed.”

“It sounded accurate.”

“Mm.”

Outside, the garden shifted into full morning. Sun did not strike the terraces directly yet, but the light thinned enough for the glass panes over the east beds to show pale gold along their edges. Somewhere up the slope, water from the storm found the overflow channel and began its steady run. Hushmoss along the wall dulled the sound until it seemed very far away.

Tobin rose with a grunt and pressed one fist briefly into the small of his back. That
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