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She learned the sound of his sleep before she learned much else about him.

It was a quiet sound, not quite silence, not quite stillness. A slow, even breathing that told her, in the dark hours before dawn when her own mind refused to settle, that he was there. That nothing had changed in the night. That she was still, improbably, safe.

She had stopped expecting to feel safe. The expectation itself had been one of the first things ground away on the estate, not all at once, but incrementally, the way stone wears beneath water, until one morning she had woken to find it simply gone. Not grieved. Just absent. And for years she had moved through the world without it, the way a person moves without a limb they have learned not to mourn.

Now it was returning, and she was not sure what to do with it.

Arden rose before her most mornings. She would surface from sleep to find his pallet empty and the fire already built up, the first grey light just beginning to seep through the gaps in the shutters. She had asked him once why he woke so early, and he had shrugged in that way he had, one shoulder lifting, then dropping, as though whatever he might say wasn't worth the trouble of saying it. Habit, he had told her eventually. She had not pressed further. She understood about habits that no longer had reasons. She had a few of her own.

This morning she lay still for a moment after waking, listening. Rain on the roof, a light rain, unhurried, the kind that comes in with the last of winter rather than announcing the worst of it. Arden's breathing, slow and even from across the room. The creak of a branch somewhere outside. The shelter was warm, the fire down to coals but radiating steadily. She had learned to read the warmth the way a farmer reads a sky, knew that this much heat meant he had not been up long.

She rose carefully, out of a habit she was only beginning to recognize as unnecessary. Moving quietly so as not to disturb, she had done it for so long that her body still remembered the cost of waking the wrong person too early. But the cost was gone. The wrong person was gone. She could have made as much noise as she liked, and Arden would have simply opened his eyes and said morning in his flat, unhurried way, and nothing else would have happened.

It still surprised her, sometimes. The nothing else.

She pulled her shawl around her shoulders and crossed to the fire, adding two pieces of wood from the stack beside the hearth. The coals caught quickly. She set the iron pot on the hook and went for water.

Outside, the rain was little more than a mist, cool against her face and hands. The yard was soft underfoot, the ground still releasing the last of the winter freeze in patches that had turned to dark mud. The stream sounded fuller than it had a week ago, running fast now, with a purpose it hadn't had in the cold months, when it had moved slowly under its skim of ice. She filled the bucket and straightened and stood for a moment looking at the trees. They were still bare at the tops, the branches dark against the pale sky, but lower down something was beginning. The barest suggestion of green, tentative and small, that she had to look carefully to see.

She brought the water inside.

Arden woke while she was stirring the porridge.

He came out of sleep the way he did most things, without excess. No stretching, no prolonged blinking. He simply opened his eyes, assessed the room, and sat up. She had watched this happen enough times now that it no longer startled her, though she had found it unnerving at first. A person accustomed to slow mornings looked rested. A person who snapped alert the moment consciousness returned looked like someone who had learned not to linger in that half-awake state where you couldn't defend yourself.

She recognized the instinct.

'Rain,' he observed, listening.

'Light. It might clear.'

He pulled on his boots without comment and went out to check the yard. She heard him moving around the side of the shelter, checking the traps he'd set along the tree line. He had a routine that she'd come to know the shape of without ever having been told it, the traps first, then the woodpile if it needed restacking, then water if she hadn't already fetched it. He did these things every morning, with or without her, and she had gradually threaded her own habits in alongside his until they moved through the same space without collision. Without negotiation. It had happened so naturally that she couldn't say exactly when it had begun.

He came back inside, raindrops on his shoulders, and hung his cloak on the peg by the door.

'Nothing,' he said.

'The traps?'

'Disturbed, but empty. Something got into the snare and worked its way out again.' He said this without irritation. He rarely showed irritation about the small failures of daily life, the traps that came up empty, the fire that wouldn't catch, the water bucket that developed a slow leak. She had noticed this early on. It was one of the things that had made her begin, carefully, to trust him. A man who raged at empty traps was a man whose temper lived close to the surface and could be redirected anywhere.

She ladled porridge into both bowls and they sat.

The rain tapped at the shutters. Somewhere down the valley, a bird called, two notes, repeated, persistent. She had heard it every morning for the past week without knowing what it was. A winter bird leaving, perhaps, or a spring bird arriving, staking its claim on the air.

'I want to try the east slope today,' Arden said. 'Before the rain thickens. There's a section of the tree line I haven't checked since the first thaw.'

'For traps?'

'For tracks, mostly. See what's moving again.' He ate steadily, not looking at her. 'You could come, if you wanted.'

She considered this. A month ago she would have said no, not because she didn't want to, but because the open space still frightened her, the sense of being visible, exposed. The instinct to stay small and indoors had been useful for a long time and died slowly. But she had been going a little further each week, testing the edges of her own discomfort the way you test ice, one step at a time, listening for the crack.

'All right,' she said.

He glanced at her then, briefly. 'Wear your heavier boots. It'll be muddy up there.'

This was how he expressed most things. Not I'm glad or good or any acknowledgment of what it cost her to say yes to an open hillside. Just the practical instruction. Wear your heavier boots. As though the yes were ordinary, unremarkable, as though she were simply a person who went walking on hillsides, and of course she would need her heavier boots.

She appreciated it more than she could have explained.

The rain had thinned to almost nothing by the time they set out, the clouds lifting enough to let a pale, watery light through. The east slope was steeper than it looked from the shelter, and Meara's breath came harder than she expected on the climb. Her body was stronger than it had been, she could feel that, a solidity returning to her limbs that she had not had when he found her, when she had been little more than bone and cold and the blunt determination to keep moving, but she tired more quickly than she used to. Before the estate, before all of it, she had been a valley girl, strong from farm work, easy on hills. That girl was still somewhere inside her, but the distance between them felt long.

Arden set a pace she could keep without having to ask him to slow. She did not know if he had calibrated this deliberately or simply moved at his own natural pace and happened to match her. Either way, she was grateful. She had endured enough magnanimous slowing-down in her life, the pointed pause, the performance of patience, to know the difference between someone who chose their speed for your sake and someone who simply walked at their own.

He crouched beside a patch of mud at the tree line and studied it for a long moment. She came to stand beside him and looked down. The prints were clear in the soft ground, something with wide paws that had moved slowly, not running. A fox, she thought, or something larger.

'Wildcat,' he said. 'From last night, before the rain.' He stood. 'It's moving south. Following the deer, probably.'

'Will it be a problem?'

'Not unless we are.' He moved on along the tree line, reading the ground the way she imagined some people read letters, finding sense in marks that looked like nothing to her. 'They stay away from smoke, mostly. As long as we keep the fire going, it'll keep its distance.'

She walked beside him, watching the ground, watching his face as he read it. She had never had patience for tracking before. Her father had tried to teach her and she had been more interested in the valley and the seasons and the things that grew. But now she found she wanted to understand what Arden understood, wanted to see the world through that same careful attention, the way everything left traces if you knew how to look.

'My father knew how to track,' she said.

It came out unexpectedly, surprising her. She had not been thinking about her father, or had not known she was thinking about him. But there it was.

Arden paused without looking at her. Not stopping, not making an event of it, just a slight slowing in his step that told her he was listening.

'He wasn't the best hunter in the valley,' she said. 'He used to say that. Like it was something he'd made peace with. But he knew the land.' She paused. 'He could tell by the way the grass bent which direction a deer had gone. I used to think he was imagining it.'

'Was he?'

'No.' She looked at the mud, at the wildcat's careful prints. 'No, I don't think he was.'

Arden moved on, and she moved with him, and neither of them said anything else about it. She was not sure what she had meant by saying it. Perhaps nothing. Perhaps she had only wanted to let the memory exist somewhere outside of herself, in air, briefly, without having to carry it alone.

They walked for a while in silence that was not uncomfortable. The clouds were breaking up overhead, the light strengthening, and the wet trees were beginning to smell of something green and clean that she could not name, that particular smell of cold air and wet bark and the first stirring of the earth turning again toward warmth. She breathed it in and felt something in her chest ease, just slightly, in the way that happened sometimes without warning. Not healing, exactly. More like the world reminding her it was still here. Still turning. Still offering this particular smell on this particular morning to anyone willing to notice it.

They ate their midday meal sitting on a flat rock above the tree line, looking out over the valley below. The shelter was visible from here, small and solid among the trees. Smoke rose from it in a thin line, she had left the fire banked, and it was holding. Looking at it from the outside she thought: that is where I live. The thought was still strange. She was not sure it would ever be entirely ordinary.

Arden ate his bread without comment, looking at something she couldn't identify in the middle distance. He did this sometimes, went somewhere behind his eyes that she could not follow. She had learned not to try. Whatever was back there, it was his. Everyone carried country that didn't belong to anyone else.

'Do you ever think about leaving?' she asked.

He looked at her. 'Leaving where?'

'Here. This place.' She gestured vaguely at the valley, the hillside, the shelter below. 'Going somewhere else.'

He was quiet for a moment. Not the quiet of someone who doesn't know what to say, but the quiet of someone choosing carefully. 'Sometimes I think about it,' he said at last. 'In the way you think about things you know you won't do.'

'What stops you?'

He looked back at the valley. 'This place is honest,' he said, after a moment. 'What you do here, it matters in a simple way. You lay a trap, you eat. You don't, you go hungry. The consequences are direct.' He turned the bread over in his hands. 'Where I came from, before, it wasn't like that. Nothing there had simple consequences. Everything had other things attached to it. Other people's needs. Other people's expectations.' He paused. 'I couldn't always tell what was mine and what wasn't.'

She understood this, though she would have described it differently. The estate had been the same way, a world of oblique causation, where the connection between action and consequence was always mediated by someone else's will. She had lost track of herself there. Had not realized how completely until she was free and still could not find the edges of who she was.

'Do you miss it?' she asked. 'Any of it?'

He considered the question seriously, which was something she had noticed about him, he did not dismiss questions he found inconvenient. 'Some things,' he said. 'Not many.' He glanced at her sideways. 'What about you?'

'I miss the valley.' The words were out before she'd weighed them, and she let them stand. 'Before. My parents' farm. The way the mornings smelled there.' She looked at her hands, the pale scars across her knuckles from the lye, the places where the cold had split and healed and split again. 'I don't miss anything after that.'

He nodded once. No sympathy offered, no careful phrases to contain what she'd said. Just acknowledgment. Just the simple recognition that what she'd said was true and did not require anything added to it.

She found she preferred it that way.

They sat a while longer, watching the light move across the valley. A hawk circled over the far tree line, riding something invisible. Below, the stream caught the sun in flashes, there and gone, there and gone. She did not count the moments. She had learned, slowly, that counting them was a kind of grasping, a way of trying to hold what could not be held, and that it only made time feel more fragile than it already was.

Let it be what it was. Let the hawk circle. Let the water run.

She was here. The morning had been good. That was enough to know.

The afternoon turned domestic again in the way afternoons did, quietly, without transition. Arden mended a trap by the fire. Meara worked on the tear in her sleeve that had been there for two weeks and that she had kept finding other things to do instead of mending. The needle was awkward in her fingers at first, she had not sewn much since the estate, where sewing had been assigned and therefore one more thing she had resisted in small, private ways, but the skill came back.

She watched her own hands as she worked. The same hands that had scrubbed floors and hauled water and learned to move quickly to avoid the rod, that had gripped the windowsill during the fire and clawed through snow when her feet had stopped feeling anything at all. They looked ordinary now. A little rough, a little scarred, but ordinary. The hands of someone who did physical work in a cold climate. Nothing in them that announced what they had been through.

She supposed that was true of the rest of her too, mostly. The surface, at least.

'You've been quiet this afternoon,' Arden said without looking up from his work.

'I'm often quiet.'

'You're usually a particular kind of quiet. This is a different kind.'

She looked at him. He was still working the trap wire, his head bent, his hands moving with their usual precision. He was not looking at her. He was giving her the choice of whether to speak or not, she realized, offering the question without demanding the answer.

'I was thinking about my hands,' she said.

He glanced up then, briefly, at her hands. Back to his work. 'What about them?'

'That they look ordinary. After everything they've been through.' She set down the mending. 'I thought there would be more, evidence. Of what happened. I thought it would be more visible.'

He was quiet for a moment. 'Most of it isn't,' he said. 'Visible. That's not where it lives.'

'No,' she agreed. 'It isn't.'

The fire popped. Outside, the light was beginning to drop toward evening, the pale afternoon gold turning amber. She picked up the mending again. He went back to the trap.

Later, when the food was on and the day was almost done, he said, without looking at her, in the same flat, unhurried tone he used for everything, 'It was a good day.'

She looked at him across the fire. He was watching the pot, his face in profile, nothing particular in his expression. He said it the way he said wear your heavier boots. Like a simple fact. Like the truest available description of what had happened.

'Yes,' she said. 'It was.'

She meant it without qualification. A good day, the hill, the wildcat tracks, the hawk, the meal on the rock, the ordinary afternoon. Small things, all of them. The kind of things that would once have seemed too small to notice, that she had spent years unable to imagine ever having again.

She thought, with the faint surprise that still accompanied such thoughts: I am here. I chose to be here. And today, at least, being here was enough.

The myrtle she had set in the cup on the sill had opened a little more. In the firelight its small white flowers were barely visible, but they were there, if you knew to look. She had not mentioned it to Arden and did not plan to. Some things did not need to be explained. They only needed to exist, quietly, in whatever light remained.

The cold came back in the night, sharp and brief, as if winter wanted a last word. By morning the mud around the shelter had gone stiff again, webbed with frost, and the stream sounded different,slower, burdened. Meara stood in the doorway with her shawl pulled close and watched the trees. They held their bare arms against a sky the colour of old pewter. Everything waited.

Behind her, Arden was moving around the fire, feeding it methodically. She heard the clunk of the poker, the breath of the bellows. These sounds had become familiar to her in the way a voice becomes familiar,before you consciously recognize it, your body already knows it.

She turned back inside. The shelter was warm, the light amber from the coals. Arden handed her a bowl of porridge without comment and she sat on her low stool to eat, pulling her feet up off the cold floor.

They ate in their usual silence. It was not an uncomfortable silence. It had been, at first,those early weeks when every quiet moment felt like a test she didn't understand, when she'd waited for the silence to be filled with something she'd have to survive. But that was not this. This was the silence of two people with no need to perform for each other.

Still. She had been thinking, and thinking had a way of making itself known eventually.

'You never sleep long,' she said.

He looked up from his bowl. 'Enough.'

'You're always up before it's light.' She kept her eyes on her food. 'And some nights I hear you get up in the dark. You don't go out. You just sit.'

A pause. 'You're a light sleeper yourself.'

'I've had to be.' She glanced at him. 'What wakes you?'

He considered the question, turning it over the way he turned
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