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            Mist on the Road

          

        

      

    

    
      The fog had texture here.

      Fenn noticed it first as a difference in weight, the way the mist brushed their shoulders like bolts of unspun wool instead of simple dampness. They paused on the dirt road, adjusting the pack that dug into muscles gone sore from weeks of walking. The highland air smelled of earth and something faintly sweet, almost floral but richer. Warmer.

      Not threatening, Fenn decided after a moment of stillness. Just present.

      They walked on. The road curved through gentle hills, each rise revealing another stretch of fog-softened landscape. Late afternoon light filtered through the mist in diffuse gold, turning everything soft-edged and dreamlike. Fenn's boots made quiet sounds against packed earth, and somewhere distant, leaves rustled in patterns that seemed almost rhythmic.

      The needle case at their belt bumped their hip with each step. Their fingers ached from the last commission, three days of close work on a merchant's wedding tapestry in a town whose name Fenn had already half-forgotten. The coin was good. The questions had been exhausting.

      *Where are you from? Do you have family? Will you stay for the spring festival?*

      Fenn had left before dawn, as usual.

      They shifted the pack again, feeling the familiar weight of thread spools and fabric scraps, tools wrapped in canvas to keep them from rattling. Everything they owned fit on their back. Everything they needed to keep moving.

      The road descended into a shallow vale, and the fog thickened. Fenn's breath misted in front of them. Their fingers, calloused from years of needlework, felt stiff in the cool air. They should find somewhere to stop for the night. A village, maybe. Somewhere with an inn that wouldn't ask too many questions about a traveling embroiderer who never stayed long.

      *Just one night. Maybe two. Then move on.*

      The thought was so familiar it had become a mantra.

      Ahead, through the mist, a light glowed warm and golden. Then another, and another, appearing like patient stars waiting for Fenn to find them.

      Lanterns. A settlement.

      Fenn's steps slowed as they approached. The lights seemed too warm for ordinary oil lamps, the glow too steady. They lined what looked like a narrow lane branching off the main road, marking a path through the fog with gentle invitation.

      A wooden post stood at the junction, carved letters just visible:

      *Valehollow Orchard*

      Fenn touched the weathered wood briefly. Moss grew soft along its base, and something had been scratched into the grain itself. They leaned closer. Not carved—embroidered. Someone had worked thread directly into the bark, tiny sigils forming a border around the carved words.

      The craftsmanship was exceptional. Fenn traced the edge of one symbol with their fingertip, feeling the slight raise of thread against wood, the perfect tension that kept each stitch smooth and secure. Three-ply work, probably. The kind of patience that spoke of long winters and steady hands.

      They recognized quality, even when they didn't understand the pattern.

      The lanterns brightened.

      Fenn froze, hand still on the post. The nearest light, hanging from a low stone wall bordering the lane, had definitely grown warmer. Not a flicker, not the gutter of dying oil. A gradual, deliberate brightening, like someone turning up a wick in welcome.

      But there was no one here. Just Fenn, the fog, and the lights.

      Fenn pulled their hand back. Their heart beat a little faster.

      *Magic.*

      They'd seen minor enchantments before, of course. Warming charms stitched into winter cloaks, preservation sigils on food stores, the occasional light-spell for wealthy merchants. But those had always felt distant, transactional. This felt aware.

      The fog shifted, parting slightly to reveal more of the lane. Stone walls lined both sides, low enough to step over but clearly marking the path. Moss covered them in thick blankets of green, and every few feet, cloth patches had been embroidered directly onto the stone. Ward signs, Fenn thought. Or boundaries. Or something else entirely.

      The work was beautiful. Each patch used different colored thread, different patterns, but they all harmonized like a quilt made over generations by hands that understood continuity.

      Fenn's craft-eye ached to examine them more closely.

      The ground beneath their feet changed from packed dirt to something softer, slightly springy. Moss, growing thick enough to cushion each step. The humming sound Fenn had noticed earlier grew clearer here, a low vibration that seemed to come from the earth itself, or perhaps from the fog, or perhaps from somewhere Fenn didn't have words for yet.

      They walked forward slowly, unable to stop themselves. Each lantern brightened as they passed, then settled back to its patient glow once Fenn moved on. The stone walls gave way to scattered trees, tall and graceful, their branches heavy with something that wasn't quite fruit.

      Fenn stopped again, staring.

      Pods hung from the nearest tree, each one roughly the size of an apple but softer-looking, almost fuzzy. They glowed faintly in colors that shifted as Fenn watched. Pale blue to silver. Soft gold to rose. The light came from within, gentle as banked coals.

      One pod hung low enough to touch. Fenn hesitated, then reached out and brushed it with their fingertips.

      It felt like carded wool. Warm and impossibly soft, with a texture that made Fenn's fingers recognize it immediately as fiber, not fruit.

      "Lost, traveler?"

      Fenn jerked their hand back and spun toward the voice.

      A woman stood on the path behind them, close enough that Fenn should have heard her approach. She carried a large basket on one hip, filled with more of the glowing pods, and wore the kind of practical clothing that spoke of daily work: sturdy trousers, a long vest embroidered with simple but elegant spirals, sleeves rolled to the elbows and stained with what looked like dye. Her hair was pulled back in a loose braid, and when she smiled, it reached her eyes.

      "Or just enjoying the fog-glow?" she continued, nodding toward the misted lane. "Gets prettier this time of evening."

      Fenn forced their shoulders to relax. Forced their voice to stay steady. "Just looking. Is this Valehollow Orchard?"

      "That it is!" The woman shifted her basket, and the glowing pods settled with a soft rustling sound. "Finest fiber-fruit valley in the highlands. I'm Marli." She tilted her head, studying Fenn with friendly curiosity. "You've got the look of a weaver about you."

      Fenn glanced down at themselves automatically. Thread-stained sleeves. Calloused fingers. The telltale wear on their right thumb where they pushed needles through resistant fabric.

      "How did you⁠—"

      Marli laughed, warm as the lantern-light. "Takes one to know one." She gestured with her free hand. "When did you last eat?"

      The question caught Fenn off guard. They opened their mouth to deflect, to make an excuse, but their stomach chose that moment to remind them that breakfast had been stale bread and the last of a cheese wedge that hadn't aged well.

      "This morning," Fenn said, which was technically true.

      Marli's expression said she heard the lie beneath the truth. "The Orchard Commons has stew on. Rootvine and mushroom, if you're interested. Tea, too. Fogblossom—helps with travel aches." She paused, then added, more gently, "No obligation. Just an offer."

      Fenn should say no. Should thank her politely and move on, find the next village, keep to the pattern that had kept them safe for three years of wandering.

      But the fog curled around them like an invitation, and the lanterns glowed steady, and Fenn was so very tired.

      "Just a meal," Fenn heard themselves say.

      Marli's smile widened. "Just a meal," she agreed, in a tone that suggested she'd heard that before.

      She led the way deeper into the orchard, and Fenn followed, telling themselves it was only for one night.

      ---

      The path opened into a broader view, and Fenn forgot to breathe.

      Terraced hills rolled outward in gentle waves, each one covered in trees that glowed with soft internal light. The fog moved between them in purposeful currents, thick in some places and gossamer-thin in others, creating patterns that looked almost woven. And above it all, stretching between the tallest trees like an impossible quilt, hung a canopy of fabric.

      Fenn stopped walking. Stared upward.

      The canopy was patchwork, hundreds of cloth panels sewn together in a lattice that covered the entire valley. Each patch was different—colors ranging from deep moss-green to pale star-silver, embroidered with symbols that glowed faintly in the dimming light. Some patches looked new, their colors vibrant. Others had clearly been there for decades, faded but sturdy, their stitching still holding strong.

      "We call it the Orchard Cloak," Marli said quietly, stopping beside Fenn. "It helps regulate the fog, keeps the storms gentle, maintains the balance. Every hand in Valehollow has added a patch or repaired a seam at some point."

      Fenn couldn't look away. The scale of it was staggering. The craftsmanship even more so. Each seam would have required careful planning, each patch precisely fitted to work with its neighbors. And the sigils—Fenn could see the threads of connection between them, the way certain patterns linked across multiple panels to form larger, more complex designs.

      This wasn't just protective magic. This was art. Functional, communal, generational art.

      "It's beautiful," Fenn whispered.

      "It is." Marli's voice carried quiet pride. "Been growing for three hundred years, give or take. We maintain it, add to it, repair the weak spots." She glanced at Fenn. "You really do have the eye of a craft-worker. Most travelers just see the pretty colors."

      Fenn finally managed to lower their gaze from the canopy to the orchard itself. Stone cottages nestled between the trees, their walls covered in what looked like felted fiber for insulation. Smoke rose from several chimneys, and Fenn caught the scent of herbs and cooking food. People moved along the paths between terraces, most carrying baskets or tools, a few calling out friendly greetings to each other.

      The fog responded to them. Fenn watched it happen, too obvious now to dismiss. Where people walked with calm purpose, the mist parted gently. Where a small group laughed together near one of the cottages, the fog took on a warmer, golden quality.

      Magic wasn't separate from daily life here. It was woven into it as surely as the threads in the Orchard Cloak.

      "Everything here grows from the orchard," Marli was saying, leading Fenn down a slope toward a larger open area. "The trees produce fiber, not food. Well, not food for us, anyway. The moths like the blossoms." She patted her basket. "These are fogfloss pods. Produce the softest fiber you've ever felt. We've also got starburr trees for light-thread, rootweave for structure, a few veilstem willows if you know where to look."

      Fenn followed, only half-hearing the words. Their mind kept catching on details: the way someone had stitched reinforcement patches on a cottage wall, the careful dye-work on a set of drying threads, the absolute precision of a ward-cloth hanging from a nearby tree.

      No—not precision. That ward had a tear in it, small but visible even from here. A split seam along the left edge where the fabric had pulled away from its anchoring stitches.

      Fenn's fingers twitched toward their needle case.

      *Not your responsibility. Just passing through.*

      "Here we are," Marli announced.

      The Orchard Commons was an outdoor space beneath three enormous trees, their trunks so wide Fenn couldn't have wrapped their arms halfway around. Tables and benches had been built between the roots, and cloth banners hung from the lower branches, swaying gently in a breeze that smelled of warm bread and herbs. A large communal loom stood to one side, and several people sat around it, working on what looked like a tapestry of the surrounding hills.

      Other orchard workers occupied the tables, eating and talking in quiet voices. A few were mending cloth or spinning fiber while they chatted. One person sat slightly apart from the others, working on something with intense focus, their hands moving in small, precise gestures.

      The atmosphere was gentle. Busy without being loud, communal without being overwhelming.

      Fenn's chest tightened with something that felt dangerously close to longing.

      "Sit anywhere," Marli said, setting down her basket. "I'll grab you a bowl."

      Fenn chose a spot at the edge of one table, where they could watch without being in the center of things. An older woman working on embroidery nearby nodded in friendly acknowledgment but didn't speak. A younger person carrying a stack of cloth patches smiled as they passed.

      No one stared. No one demanded to know Fenn's story. It was the kind of casual acceptance that Fenn had stopped believing existed.

      Marli returned with two wooden bowls of stew and a pair of clay cups. "Rootvine and mushroom," she said, settling onto the bench across from Fenn. "And fogblossom tea. Fair warning, the tea tastes like flowers and regret if you let it steep too long."

      Despite themselves, Fenn huffed out a small laugh.

      The stew was good. Better than good. Rich and earthy, with herbs Fenn didn't recognize and vegetables that had clearly been grown with care. The tea tasted like early morning mist and something faintly sweet, and it eased the ache in Fenn's shoulders almost immediately.

      "Fogblossom?" Fenn asked after a moment.

      "From the fogfloss trees." Marli pulled a small skein of thread from her pocket and held it up. Even in the lantern-light, it seemed to glow faintly, pale and soft as cloud. "Everything here comes from the orchard. The trees produce fiber, we harvest and process it, use it for everything from clothing to magic to trade goods."

      Fenn reached out slowly, and Marli handed over the skein. The fiber felt exactly like the pod Fenn had touched earlier—impossibly soft, warm, almost alive. They rubbed it between their fingers, testing the strength. Delicate, but not fragile. It would take dye beautifully. Would probably felt like a dream.

      "You do fiber magic," Fenn said quietly.

      "We do." Marli took the skein back, tucking it away. "Not the explosive kind. No fireballs or lightning strikes. Just weaving and stitching and growing things. Keeping the fog balanced, the wards strong, the community healthy." She gestured toward the Orchard Cloak, barely visible now as dusk deepened. "It's slow magic. Careful magic. The kind that takes time."

      Fenn thought of the torn ward they'd seen. Of the canopy that required three hundred years of maintenance. Of an entire community built around craft and patience and the belief that small stitches, repeated with intention, could hold a whole world together.

      *Dangerous. This is dangerous.*

      Because if Fenn stayed, they would want to help. Would want to fix that torn ward and learn the sigil patterns and understand how the fog responded to emotional resonance. Would want to belong to something larger than themselves.

      And Fenn had learned, years ago, that wanting led to disappointment. That staying meant eventually being asked to leave.

      Better to leave first.

      "I appreciate the meal," Fenn said carefully. "And the welcome. But I should find an inn, or⁠—"

      "There's a guest hollow," Marli interrupted gently. "Rootbank shelter, near the eastern grove. We keep it ready for travelers. No charge. You'd be welcome to it."

      "I couldn't⁠—"

      "You could." Marli's voice was firm but kind. "And if you want to leave at dawn, that's your choice. But you look like you could use a real night's sleep, and the hollow's more comfortable than most inns. At least stay until morning?"

      Fenn wanted to argue. Wanted to explain that staying anywhere too long was a mistake, that they were better off moving on, that attachment was a trap they couldn't afford.

      But they were so tired. And the stew had warmed them from the inside out. And somewhere in the background, barely audible, the trees were humming a sound that made Fenn's shoulders finally, fully relax.

      "Just one night," Fenn said.

      Marli smiled. "Just one night."

      ---

      The rootbank shelter was built into the base of a massive tree, its door a rounded shape cut into living wood. Inside, the space was small but beautifully crafted, the walls smooth and warm, the air smelling of bark and dried herbs. A bed of woven moss and soft blankets occupied one corner, and a small window looked out over the orchard.

      Fenn set down their pack but didn't unpack. Old habit. Keep everything ready. Make it easy to leave.

      They sat on the edge of the bed and pulled off their boots, flexing sore feet against the moss floor. The blankets were made of fogfloss and something sturdier, probably rootweave, the two fibers blended in a way that created perfect warmth without weight.

      The craftsmanship again. Everything here was made with attention and skill and care.

      Fenn stood and moved to the window.

      The Orchard Cloak stretched overhead, glowing faintly in the darkness. Fog drifted between the trees in slow, purposeful patterns. And there, on a tree just visible from Fenn's window, hung the torn ward they'd noticed earlier.

      Fenn's fingers moved to their needle case without conscious thought. They had thread that would match. Had the skill to make a repair that would hold. It wouldn't take long. An hour, maybe less.

      *Not your problem. Leave at dawn.*

      But their hands were already opening the case, checking their supplies. Checking the tension on their best needles. Preparing, even as their mind insisted they wouldn't get involved.

      Fenn made themselves close the case. Made themselves step back from the window.

      They lay down on the bed and pulled the blankets over themselves, trying to ignore the way the moss cradled their body perfectly, the way the tree's hum seemed to synchronize with their own heartbeat.

      Just one night. Then they'd leave.

      They had to.

      Outside, the fog glowed softly, and somewhere distant, someone was singing in harmony with the trees.

      Fenn fell asleep without meaning to, pulled under by exhaustion and warmth and the first real rest they'd allowed themselves in months.

      ---

      They woke to soft gray light and the sound of rain that wasn't quite rain—more like fog condensing into gentle droplets that pattered against leaves. Fenn lay still for a moment, disoriented by how deeply they'd slept, how safe they'd felt.

      The window showed dawn breaking over the orchard, everything soft and luminous. The Orchard Cloak glowed faintly overhead, its colors shifting in the early light. And the torn ward was still visible on the nearby tree, its split seam a small disruption in an otherwise perfect system.

      Fenn sat up slowly. Their body felt better than it had in weeks, the aches eased, the exhaustion pushed back to manageable levels. The fogblossom tea, probably. Or the moss bed. Or the simple fact of sleeping somewhere that felt safe.

      They should pack. Should thank Marli and move on.

      Instead, Fenn found themselves pulling out their needle case. Found themselves sorting through thread until they found a color that matched the torn ward. Found themselves standing and moving to the door before doubt could stop them.

      Just one repair. Just this one small thing. Then they'd go.

      Fenn stepped out into the misted morning, needle case in hand, and told themselves this didn't mean anything.

      The orchard hummed around them, patient as ever, waiting to see what Fenn would choose.
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            The Tear in the Ward

          

        

      

    

    
      The morning air was cool and damp, the fog thicker than it had been at dusk. Fenn crossed the small distance from the guest shelter to the damaged tree, needle case in hand, boots quiet against moss-covered ground. Dew clung to everything, and the smell of morning tea drifted from distant cottages. The orchard was waking slowly, peacefully, with none of the harsh urgency Fenn had learned to associate with dawn in busy market towns.

      The tree with the torn ward was a rootweave oak, its trunk wide and dark, bark textured like woven cloth. The ward-cloth itself had been stitched directly onto a low branch, positioned to face the prevailing winds. Up close, Fenn could see the quality of the original work more clearly.

      Exceptional stitching. Old but pristine, until the recent damage. The pattern was complex, interlocking lines that formed a grid-like structure, each intersection marked with a small knot. Fenn didn't recognize the specific design, but they understood the principle. Distribution. Balance. This sigil was meant to regulate something across a wide area.

      The tear cut through three intersection points, disrupting the flow of the entire pattern.

      Fenn opened their needle case. Their traveling thread wasn't ideal, but they had a spool in a color close enough to match. They selected a needle with a fine eye, tested the tension, and threaded it with practiced efficiency.

      The bark was warm under their palm as they steadied themselves against the tree. Strange, given the cool morning. But rootweave trees ran warmer than most, Marli had mentioned. Something about how they processed magic through their root systems.

      Fenn pushed the thought aside and focused on the work.

      The first stitch was always the most important. It set the tension for everything that followed, established the rhythm. Fenn pierced the cloth carefully, feeling the resistance of old fabric that had been weathered but not weakened. Good material. It would hold.

      They worked quickly, their hands remembering movements practiced over years of mending torn tapestries and storm-damaged banners. Pierce, pull through, set the tension. Again. Again. The torn edges drew together under their fingers, the gap closing stitch by careful stitch.

      Fenn fell into the familiar trance of craft-work, the state where thought dissolved into motion and the world narrowed to needle and thread and the quiet satisfaction of making something whole again. This was the only time they ever felt truly calm. The only time the constant low hum of anxiety in their chest went silent.

      They didn't notice the fog beginning to change around them.

      The original pattern revealed itself as Fenn worked, each stitch connecting to the next in a rhythm that felt almost musical. Without thinking, they matched it, letting their hands follow the tempo embedded in the cloth. The intersection knots required special attention. Fenn reinforced each one with a technique they'd learned from a weaver in the southern valleys, a cross-stitch that distributed stress across multiple threads.

      Beautiful work, whoever had made this originally. The kind of craft that understood structure and flow in equal measure.

      Fenn tied off the final stitch and cut the thread.

      The ward-cloth flared with light.

      Fenn jerked backward, startled, their heel catching on a root. They stumbled but caught themselves against the tree trunk, staring as the repaired sigil blazed gold-white. The light traced along every thread in the pattern, flowing from Fenn's fresh stitches outward until the entire ward glowed like captured sunlight.

      Then the glow spread.

      It jumped to the next nearest ward-cloth, twenty feet away on a different tree. That sigil lit up in turn, its light racing to the next, and the next, like lanterns being kindled in sequence. Fenn watched in shocked silence as a web of light expanded through the orchard, each ward responding to the one before it.

      The fog began to move.

      Not the random drift of mist on wind, but purposeful swirling. It gathered and thinned in patterns that matched the glowing wards, flowing between trees in currents Fenn could suddenly see. The air itself seemed to reorganize, density shifting until the entire grove felt balanced in a way it hadn't been moments before.

      Fenn pressed their back against the tree, heart hammering. "What did I do?"

      The fog didn't answer in words.

      It answered by coalescing.

      Directly in front of Fenn, the mist began to thicken and take shape. Wisps drew together, layering and condensing, forming something that was neither solid nor entirely ephemeral. Wings emerged first, translucent and delicate, their edges glowing with the same light as the repaired ward. Then a body, slender and birdlike, woven from fog that held form through some magic Fenn didn't understand.

      A head took shape, small and crested, with dark hollows where eyes might be. The creature's entire form shimmered with sigil-patterns, echoes of the ward Fenn had just repaired traced in light across fog-made-flesh.

      It was the most beautiful thing Fenn had ever seen.

      The creature flickered, unstable, its edges blurring and reforming. It circled the tree once, wings moving in slow beats that didn't quite follow the physics of flight. Then it noticed Fenn.

      Fenn held perfectly still, barely breathing.

      The fog-creature drifted closer, its movements uncertain, almost hesitant. It tilted its head the way a bird might, studying Fenn with those dark hollow eyes. Then it landed on Fenn's shoulder, light as mist, solid as hope.

      Warmth spread through Fenn's chest. Not heat, but the sensation of being wrapped in something soft and safe. An emotion that wasn't theirs flooded through them—gratitude so profound it made their throat tight, relief like the first breath after drowning, wonder at simply existing again.

      The creature made a sound, a soft trill that seemed to come from the fog itself rather than any throat. Then, impossibly, it spoke.

      Not in words. In texture-feelings that pressed directly into Fenn's awareness, bypassing language entirely.

      *« Thread-safe. Fenn-safe. »*

      "You know my name," Fenn whispered.

      Another pulse of warmth. *« Yes. Of course. You fixed. You called. You brought me back. »*

      "I didn't mean to," Fenn said helplessly. "I was just repairing a tear."

      The creature's glow brightened, pulsing in what felt like gentle amusement mixed with affection. Its presence was overwhelming, immediate, achingly vulnerable. Fenn could feel its fragility, the way it clung to form through effort and magic and sheer desperate need to exist.

      They raised a hand slowly and touched the creature's wing.

      It felt like touching mist made solid. Cool but not cold, substantial enough to have texture but light enough to drift apart under pressure. Silk spun from fog. Cloud given shape and purpose.

      The creature purred.

      The sound vibrated through Fenn's bones, resonated in their chest, made the fog around them ripple in concentric circles. Pure contentment. Pure trust.

      Fenn's eyes stung.

      "I'm not staying," they said, the words breaking. "I can't. I don't stay places."

      The creature dimmed slightly, confusion flickering through their bond. *« Stay? Need you. Fixed. Mine now? »*

      "Fenn!"

      The shout startled both of them. The fog-creature launched from Fenn's shoulder and circled overhead, wings spread in what looked like protection. Fenn spun toward the voice.

      Marli was running toward them, and she wasn't alone. The gruff man Fenn had glimpsed yesterday in the Commons was with her, along with two other orchard workers. All of them stared not at Fenn but at the creature circling above.

      "Is that—" Marli stopped, breathless. "That's Mistwing. You woke Mistwing!"

      The fog-creature, Mistwing, chirped and dove toward Marli in what looked like greeting before returning to hover protectively near Fenn.

      The gruff man pushed forward, his eyes on the repaired ward-cloth. "What did you stitch? Let me see."

      Fenn stepped aside automatically as he examined their work. He was older than Marli, maybe fifty, with callused hands and shoulders that spoke of decades of physical labor. He touched the repaired sigil gently, tracing the stitches with careful fingers, and his expression shifted from suspicion to something like shock.

      "You re-threaded the entire resonance pattern," he said, voice rough. "Without training. Without even knowing what sigil this was."

      "I just followed the existing stitches," Fenn said defensively. Their heart was still racing, and Mistwing's presence pressed against their awareness like a gentle hand on their shoulder. "I didn't know it would⁠—"

      "Exceptional work," the man interrupted. He looked at Fenn with new intensity. "Who taught you orchard-sigils?"

      "No one. I'm not from here. I'm just a traveling mender."

      "Not just anything," Marli said, her voice full of wonder. She pointed at Mistwing. "They've been dormant for years. We thought the guardian magic was fading, that we'd never see them again. And you—" She laughed, bright and delighted. "You woke them up!"

      Fenn's throat was too tight to answer. Mistwing descended and settled on their shoulder again, small body warm and solid and utterly trusting. Above them, the web of glowing wards was beginning to fade back to their normal state, but Fenn could still feel something different in the air. Something balanced that had been tilted.

      The gruff man was still studying the repair. "Instinctive attunement," he muttered. "Rare. Very rare." He glanced at Fenn. "I'm Bram. Wardwright. Been maintaining these wards for thirty years, and I've never seen anyone repair one this cleanly on their first try."

      "I didn't mean to cause trouble," Fenn managed.

      "Trouble?" Marli shook her head. "Fenn, you just restored a guardian spirit. That's not trouble. That's a gift."

      Mistwing trilled agreement and nuzzled against Fenn's neck. The sensation was strange, cool mist that somehow conveyed affection as clearly as a cat's purr. Fenn's hands were shaking.

      "The Council will want to speak with you," Bram said. His tone was gentler now, though still gruff. "Come to Harvest Court at midday. We need to understand what just happened."

      "I can't," Fenn said automatically. "I was leaving today."

      Mistwing made a sound like a creaking door, sharp and distressed. Their glow flickered, dimming rapidly.

      Fenn felt the creature's panic through their strange bond. Leaving? No. Need you. Alone again? Please no.

      "I—" Fenn's voice failed. They couldn't say it, not with Mistwing's fear pressing against them like a physical weight.

      "Just come to the meeting," Marli said softly. "No one's making you stay. Just talk to us first. Please?"

      Fenn looked at Mistwing, who was growing more translucent by the moment, wings trembling. Looked at the repaired ward, glowing faintly with their stitches. Looked at Marli's hopeful face and Bram's careful assessment.

      They were trapped.

      "Midday," Fenn whispered.

      Mistwing brightened immediately, solidifying, wings spreading in obvious relief. Bram nodded and turned away, already examining the other wards in the sequence. Marli touched Fenn's arm gently before following him, leaving Fenn alone with the guardian spirit they'd accidentally awakened.

      "This is a mistake," Fenn said quietly.

      Mistwing chirped and settled more comfortably on their shoulder, warm and content and absolutely certain of their place there.

      ---

      Fenn tried to leave three times before midday.

      The first attempt was immediately after Bram and Marli left. Fenn walked back to the guest shelter, retrieved their pack, and headed for the orchard's main road. They made it perhaps twenty steps before fog condensed into a wall directly in their path.

      Mistwing materialized from the mist, wings spread, chittering anxiously.

      *« Stay. Please stay. Need you. »*

      "I can't stay," Fenn said, trying to step around the fog-wall. "I don't stay places. That's not what I do."

      The wall moved with them. Mistwing landed on the ground in front of Fenn's feet, looking up with those dark hollow eyes that somehow conveyed desperate pleading.

      *« Alone so long. You fixed. You called. Mine now? »*

      Fenn's chest ached. "I didn't mean to call you. I didn't know you were there."

      *« But you did. Thread-voice. Heard you. Came back. »*

      Fenn took a different path, one that led toward the southern edge of the orchard. Mistwing appeared ahead of them before they'd gone ten paces, fog gathering in anxious spirals.

      The third attempt was more halfhearted. Fenn knew, even as they tried, that it was futile. Mistwing would just block the path again, would look at them with that unbearable trust and need, and Fenn's resolve would crack a little further.

      They gave up and sat on a moss-covered stone, pack at their feet. Mistwing settled beside them immediately, glowing gently in the dappled sunlight.

      "You can't keep me here forever," Fenn said.

      Mistwing's presence in their mind felt like a shrug. *« Not forever. Just now. Just today. Until you understand. »*

      "Understand what?"

      *« Home. You feel it. Same as me. »*

      Fenn didn't answer. Couldn't answer. Because Mistwing was right, and that terrified them more than anything.

      They sat in silence for a long moment, watching fog drift between the trees. Finally, tentatively, Fenn reached out and touched Mistwing's wing again. The creature purred immediately, that deep vibration that made Fenn's bones resonate.

      "If I stay for the Council meeting," Fenn said carefully, "it doesn't mean I'm staying permanently."

      *« Understand. »*

      "I mean it. I'll listen to what they have to say. But then I'm leaving."

      Mistwing's glow shifted in a way that felt like gentle skepticism. Fenn huffed out something that might have been a laugh.

      "You don't believe me."

      *« You don't believe you. »*

      That was uncomfortably accurate.

      Fenn stood, shouldering their pack again. Not to leave, just to move it. Just to feel like they still had the option. Mistwing floated up and settled on their shoulder like it was the most natural thing in the world.

      Together, they walked back toward the center of the orchard.

      ---

      Mistwing spent the next few hours showing Fenn things.

      Not with words, because the guardian spirit seemed to have very few of those. But with texture-feelings, with memories pressed into Fenn's awareness through the strange bond between them. Mistwing showed them loneliness, a cold stretched-thin sensation that made Fenn's throat tight. Showed them the Orchard Cloak weakening year by year, sigils fraying, magic bleeding away like water through cracked pottery.

      Showed them other guardian spirits, bright and playful, who had dimmed and faded and eventually dissolved back into formless fog. The ache of those losses sat in Fenn's chest like stones.

      *« Last one, »* Mistwing whispered. *« Was last one. Alone. Until you. »*

      "I'm sorry," Fenn said helplessly.

      *« Fixed now. You fixed. Thread-voice called me back. »*

      "I don't understand what that means."

      Mistwing flickered thoughtfully, then projected a sensation: Fenn's hands stitching the ward, the careful attention, the way they'd matched the rhythm of the original pattern without realizing it. And underneath that, something deeper. Care. Respect for the craft. A desire to make things whole.

      *« Thread-voice, »* Mistwing repeated. *« Not just hands. Heart-thread too. »*

      Fenn thought about that, sitting in a quiet grove while Mistwing drifted in lazy circles above them. They'd been stitching since they were a child, learning from their mother before illness took her, continuing alone because it was the only thing that made sense. The only language Fenn spoke fluently.

      "Is that why the magic responded?" Fenn asked. "Because I was paying attention to the craft?"

      *« Magic is craft here. Craft is magic. Same thing. »*

      That made a strange kind of sense. Fenn had always approached their work with reverence, even when it was just mending torn hems or reinforcing worn seams. Had always believed that how you made something mattered as much as what you made.

      Here, apparently, that belief was literal truth.

      A soft chime rang out across the orchard, musical and clear. Mistwing brightened.

      *« Time. Council wants you. »*

      Fenn's stomach clenched with anxiety. They stood slowly, brushing moss from their trousers. "If they ask me to stay permanently⁠—"

      *« Tell truth, »* Mistwing said simply. *« They understand. »*

      Fenn wasn't sure they believed that. But with Mistwing glowing encouragingly on their shoulder, they walked toward Harvest Court anyway.

      ---

      Harvest Court was exactly as Fenn remembered from the previous evening: an open space beneath three massive rootweave oaks, their branches forming a natural canopy. Today, though, the communal tables had been cleared away, leaving only a semicircle of carved wooden chairs. Three were occupied.

      The woman in the center was elderly, her hair white as fogfloss, her hands marked with the same kind of calluses that covered Fenn's fingers. She wore robes embroidered with such intricate patterns that Fenn's craft-eye caught on them immediately, trying to parse the complexity of the work.

      Bram sat to her left, looking less gruff now and more thoughtful. To her right sat a younger person with anxious eyes and a scroll clutched
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