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Prologue  
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The heat in the valley didn’t just sit; it pressed. It was a thick, fragrant weight that smelled of sun-baked earth and the sharp, green blood of crushed timothy grass. Beau stood at the edge of the southern meadow, his boots sinking into the dark, loamy soil that felt surprisingly cool despite the blistering sky. Before him lay sixty acres of undulating gold—the tall grass of the sanctuary, reaching as high as a man’s chest and moving in slow, rhythmic waves with every stray breath of wind.

In his hands, Beau held a scythe. It was an old tool, the snath carved from a single piece of steam-bent ash, polished by the palms of men who had long since returned to the dirt. He didn't want a machine. He didn't want the jarring vibration of an engine or the chemical stench of exhaust cutting through the purity of the morning. He wanted the physical cost of the work. He wanted to feel the resistance of the stalks against the honed steel, a tangible reminder that he was alive and occupied.

He adjusted his grip, feeling the grain of the wood bite into his softening callouses. With a deliberate shift of his weight, he swung the blade.

Swish.

The steel whispered through the grass, decapitating a neat arc of stems. They fell in a heavy, sweet-smelling heap at his feet. He took a half-step forward and repeated the motion.

Swish.

It was a slow, grueling process, but there was a meditation in it. For years, Beau’s life had been a blur of things he couldn't touch—abstract stresses and invisible pressures. Here, the progress was undeniable. You swung the steel, and the world changed. You looked back, and you could see exactly where you had been. 

"You're gripping the handles like you're trying to choke them," a voice rumbled from the shade of a nearby cluster of oaks.

Beau stopped midsweat, his chest heaving. He wiped a streak of grit and salt from his forehead with the back of his glove. Standing near the fence line was Miller. 

Miller was a man who looked as though he had been built from the very materials he worked with—broad-shouldered like a draft horse, with skin the deep, weathered tan of old saddle leather. He was currently hauling a heavy roll of cedar-split rails, the thick muscles of his neck and shoulders bunching under a sweat-soaked work shirt. He didn't rush; he moved with a grounded, predatory efficiency that made Beau feel suddenly very small and very new.

"It’s a thick patch," Beau said, his voice grating slightly from the dust. "Needs a bit of force."

Miller dropped the rails with a muffled thud that seemed to vibrate through the soles of Beau’s boots. He walked over, his stride long and easy, crushing the dry stalks with a rhythmic crunch. He stopped just a few feet away, smelling of pine resin, salt, and the raw honesty of a body that spent twelve hours a day outdoors. 

"Force is for people who don't know the tool," Miller said. He reached out, his hand wrapping around the wooden snath just above Beau’s grip. 

His hand was massive, the skin rough as sandpaper and warm as a hearth stone. For a moment, Beau forgot to breathe. The proximity was startling—the heat radiating off Miller was more intense than the sun overhead. Miller didn't look at Beau’s face; his focus was entirely on the tool and the stance.

"Loosen your thumbs," Miller commanded softly. "If you lock them, the shock goes straight into your elbows. You’ll be useless by sundown."

He stepped behind Beau, his chest nearly brushing Beau’s shoulder blades. The world narrowed down to the scent of cedar and the feeling of Miller’s presence. Miller reached around, his large, calloused fingers guiding Beau’s hands into a more fluid position. 

"Now," Miller murmured, his breath warm against the side of Beau’s neck. "Don't chop at it. Sweep it. Imagine you're drawing a line in the dust with your toe. Keep the heel of the blade flat to the ground. Let the weight of the steel do the cutting, not your shoulders."

Beau followed the movement, guided by the steady pressure of Miller’s hands. They swung together—one fluid, effortless arc. The grass vanished before them as if it were made of mist rather than fiber. It was effortless. It was beautiful.

Miller stepped back, releasing his hold. The sudden absence of his warmth felt like a cold draft in the middle of a heatwave. 

"Like that," Miller said, his eyes finally meeting Beau’s. They were the color of deep, stagnant creek water—dark and full of things that didn't reveal themselves at first glance. "The meadow has a way of fighting back if you try to dominate it. You have to learn to move with the slope of the land, not against it."

Beau looked down at the scythe, then back at Miller. "I'm not trying to dominate anything. I'm just trying to get the job done."

Miller wiped his palms on his heavy canvas trousers, his gaze lingering on Beau a second longer than necessary. "Is that right? Well, the job is bigger than one morning, and the sun is getting high. If you keep pushing through the noon heat, you'll drop before you reach the creek. There’s a water barrel under the lean-to, and I’ve got some oil for that blade."

"I've got another hour in me," Beau insisted, though his muscles were already beginning to scream.

Miller gave a short, dry huff that might have been a laugh. He picked up a stray cedar rail and balanced it on his shoulder as if it weighed nothing at all. "Stubbornness will get you a fever, Beau. The grass will still be here when the shadows get long. Come find me when you realize you’re human."

He turned and began his steady trek back toward the outbuildings, his broad silhouette shimmering in the heat haze. Beau watched him until his eyes burned from the glare. He felt a strange, tight pulling in his chest—a curiosity that felt dangerous and a sudden, sharp awareness of the vast, quiet isolation of the sanctuary. 

He looked at the sea of gold before him, gripped the ash handle, and tried to remember the feeling of Miller's hands guiding his own. He swung again, lighter this time, trying to find the rhythm of the earth.
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Chapter 1: The Scent of Cedar
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The midday sun had reached its zenith, turning the sky into a bleached, colorless vault. It was the kind of heat that made the lungs work harder, pulling in air that tasted of dry dust and cooked pollen. Beau had ignored Miller’s advice for exactly forty-five minutes before the edges of his vision began to fray like old burlap. His shoulders, once tight with the pride of his labor, now felt as though someone had poured molten lead into the joints. 

He leaned the scythe against the trunk of a dying elm—far enough from the dew-damp grass to keep the blade from rusting—and wiped his face with a rag that was already saturated with salt. He looked toward the outbuildings. They were weathered structures of silver-gray wood, standing like monoliths against the vibrant green of the sanctuary’s heart. 

The walk back was a trial of its own. The ground was uneven, hidden by the very grass he had been tasked to clear. Every step required a conscious effort of his thighs and calves. By the time he reached the shade of the tool shed’s overhanging roof, his heart was thudding with a frantic, jagged pace against his ribs.

Miller was there. He was sitting on a low stone wall, his legs splayed out, his large hands occupied with a piece of leather and a darkening jar of neatsfoot oil. He didn't look up as Beau approached, but he shifted just enough to make room on the stones.

"You're a bit pale, Beau," Miller said, his voice a low, gravelly sound that seemed to match the constant drone of the cicadas in the trees. "I told you the sun doesn't negotiate."

Beau sank onto the wall, the coolness of the stone seeping through his heavy denim trousers. It was a relief so sharp it was almost painful. "I wanted to finish that row. It felt unfinished."

Miller finally looked up. He set the leather aside, his fingers glistening with the oil. He reached for a wooden bucket sitting in the dirt between his boots. A ladle made of hammered copper rested inside, bobbing in the clear, cold water. He scooped a full measure and handed it to Beau.

"Drink it slow," Miller cautioned. "You shock your stomach when you're that hot and you'll just end up losing it in the weeds."

Beau took the ladle. His hands were shaking, a fine tremor he couldn't suppress. As he reached for the handle, Miller didn't let go immediately. He held the copper steady, his hand acting as a brace for Beau’s. The contact was brief, but the texture of Miller’s skin—rough, cracked in places, and incredibly warm—sent a jolt through Beau that had nothing to do with the temperature. 

The water was metallic and bracingly cold. Beau drank, the spill running down his chin and soaking into the collar of his shirt. He handed the ladle back, exhaling a long, shaky breath. "Thanks."

Miller grunted and went back to his leather. "The cedar rails for the north fence are arriving tomorrow. No truck, just a team of horses pulling a sledge. We’ll have to unload them by hand and stack them near the creek. It’s heavy work, Beau. Heavier than the scythe."

Beau leaned his head back against the shed’s rough siding. He closed his eyes, letting the scent of the oil and the cedar shavings on the ground wash over him. "I can handle it. I'm not afraid of the weight."

"It’s not about fear," Miller said, and Beau could hear the small, steady sound of the cloth rubbing against the leather. "It’s about knowing your limits. A man who doesn't know when he's at his breaking point is a danger to himself and the man standing next to him. In the woods, if a rail slips or a horse spooks, you have to be present. You can't be drifting off because you decided to skip lunch."

Beau opened his eyes. Miller was watching him now, his expression unreadable behind the shadow of his hat's brim. There was a gravity to him, a steadiness that Beau found both intimidating and deeply attractive. Miller wasn't a man of many words, but when he spoke, the words felt like they had weight, like they were carved out of something solid.

"Why do you stay here, Miller?" Beau asked, the question slipping out before he could check it. "It’s just us. The grass, the fences, the horses. No one comes out here. There’s no audience for all this work."

Miller stopped rubbing the leather. He looked out toward the horizon, where the tall grass met the tree line in a blur of gold and deep emerald. "The land doesn't need an audience, Beau. It needs someone to see it. If no one fixes the fence, the deer get into the blight-sensitive saplings. If no one clears the rye, the native clover dies out. I don't do it because someone is watching. I do it because it’s the right way to spend a day."

He stood up, his tall frame blocking the sun and casting Beau into a long, cool shadow. He reached down and picked up a whetstone from the bench. "Give me your scythe. I’ll put an edge on it while you eat. There’s bread and some hard cheese in the larder. Get some salt in you."

Beau stood as well, feeling the stiffness already beginning to set into his muscles. He followed Miller into the dim, cool interior of the shed. The air inside smelled of old iron, sawdust, and dried herbs hanging from the rafters. It was a masculine space, functional and stripped of any unnecessary ornament.

Miller walked to the back, where a heavy wooden workbench stood. He set the whetstone down and motioned for Beau to bring the tool. When Beau handed it over, their chests were only inches apart in the cramped space. The air felt charged, thick with the unsaid. Beau could see the fine lines at the corners of Miller’s eyes and the way his pulse moved in the hollow of his throat.

Miller took the scythe, his movements practiced and sure. He didn't step back. He stayed close, his presence a physical force that Beau felt in the marrow of his bones. 

"You’ve got a lot of city left in you, Beau," Miller whispered, his voice barely audible over the distant call of a hawk. "You’re always looking for the end of the row. Down here, the row never ends. It just changes shape."

Miller turned to the workbench, the rasp of the stone against the steel filling the small room. The sound was sharp and predictable, a conversation of its own. Beau stayed for a moment, watching the sparks that didn't fly—just the dull, silver glint of the metal being refined. 

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 2: The Sound of the Sledge
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The morning arrived not with a bright flash, but with a slow, heavy grayness that clung to the valleys like wet wool. Beau woke to the sound of hooves. It wasn't the frantic clipping of a gallop, but the deep, subterranean thud of draft horses—heavy animals moving a heavy load.

He dressed quickly, his muscles protesting every movement. The stiffness from the previous day’s scything had settled into his joints, making his fingers feel thick and clumsy as he buttoned his canvas shirt. When he stepped out of the small cedar shanty he called home, he saw them.

Two massive Percherons, their coats the color of smoke and thunder, were harnessed to a low wooden sledge. They stood near the creek, their breath huffing out in huge, white plumes that vanished into the mist. Miller was already there, standing by the lead horse’s head. He was rubbing the animal’s velvet nose, his large hand disappearing into the thick mane.

"Morning," Miller said, not looking away from the horse.

"Morning," Beau replied, his voice still thick with sleep. He walked toward the sledge, which was piled high with raw cedar posts. The wood was fresh-cut, bleeding sap that smelled sharp and sweet, cutting through the damp scent of the creek. "They’re enormous."

"They have to be," Miller said, finally turning. He looked Beau over, his eyes lingering on the way Beau was favoring his right shoulder. "The mud by the creek is thick this time of year. A truck would just sink up to the axles. These two... they just lean into it."

Miller patted the horse’s flank—a solid, resonant sound. "This is Silas and Artie. They do the pulling, we do the stacking. Grab your gloves, Beau. Cedar bark is full of splinters that’ll fester if you aren't careful."

The work began in earnest. There was no easy way to move the posts. Each one was an eight-foot length of solid heartwood, heavy and slick with moisture. Miller took the lead, reaching into the pile and heaving a post onto his shoulder with a grunt of exertion. He carried it to the site where the new fence line would start, his boots sinking deep into the mud with every step.

Beau stepped up to the sledge. He reached for a post, gripping the rough bark. He pulled, and the weight nearly took him to his knees. It wasn't just heavy; it was awkward, the center of gravity shifting as the sap-slick wood threatened to slide from his grasp.

"Don't fight the wood, Beau," Miller called out, having dropped his first load. He walked back, his chest heaving slightly, a sheen of sweat already coating his tan neck. "If you try to lift it all with your arms, you’ll tear something. Use your legs. Get under it."

Miller stepped in close, moving behind Beau. He reached out, his thick arms coming around Beau’s sides to help steady the post. The heat from Miller’s body was a sudden, intense contrast to the chilly morning air. Beau felt the solid press of Miller’s chest against his back, the sheer physical power of the man acting as a frame for his own struggling frame.

"Shift your weight to the left," Miller murmured, his voice vibrating right against Beau’s ear. "Now, heave."

With Miller’s strength reinforcing his own, the post felt manageable. They walked together toward the stacking site, their steps sinking into the earth in unison. The mud made a thick, sucking sound around their boots, a physical resistance they had to overcome with every stride.

When they reached the spot, they lowered the post onto the pile. Beau straightened up, gasping for air, his heart hammering a frantic pace. He looked at Miller, who was barely winded. The older man was looking at him with an expression that was hard to pin down—something between scrutiny and a strange, quiet approval.

"Again," Miller said.

They worked for hours. The mist burned off, replaced by a dull, persistent heat. The dialogue between them was sparse, limited to the necessities of the labor—hold it there, watch your feet, easy on the drop. But the silence wasn't empty. It was filled with the smell of cedar, the sound of the horses shifting their weight, and the heavy, constant presence of each other.

By mid-morning, Beau’s shirt was plastered to his skin. He stopped for a moment, leaning against the empty sledge. His hands, even through the leather gloves, were throbbing. He looked at Miller, who was unhooking the harness from the horses.

"You're doing alright, Beau," Miller said, his voice softening. He walked over and leaned against the sledge next to him. Their shoulders didn't touch, but the inch of space between them felt like it was humming. 

"I feel like I'm made of lead," Beau admitted, wiping a hand across his damp brow.

Miller looked at the pile of cedar they had moved. It was a solid, tangible wall of wood, a marker of their combined effort. "That’s the beauty of it. It’s heavy, it’s hard, and it stays where you put it. There’s no guessing with cedar and stone."

Miller reached out then. It was a slow, deliberate movement. He took hold of Beau’s forearm, his thumb pressing into the knotted muscle just below the elbow. He began to knead the flesh, his grip firm and knowing.

Beau let out a long, shaky breath. The pain was sharp at first, then it turned into a deep, radiating heat. He stared at Miller’s face, which was focused entirely on the task of relaxing Beau’s muscle. Miller’s jaw was set, a shadow of stubble tracing the line of his bone.

"You're too tight," Miller whispered, his eyes flicking up to meet Beau’s. The intensity in his gaze made Beau’s stomach flip. "You have to learn how to let the weight pass through you, otherwise it’ll just break you in half."

"Maybe I don't mind the breaking," Beau said, the words coming out more honest than he intended.

Miller’s hand stilled on his arm. The thumb stayed pressed against the vein, feeling the thud of Beau’s pulse. The air between them grew heavy, thicker than the morning mist. For a long moment, the only thing in the world was the scent of cedar and the heat of Miller’s hand.

Then, Miller let go. He stepped back, his expression closing up like a shuttered house. "Go get some water, Beau. We still have the rails to set before the sun goes down."

As Miller led the horses toward the creek, Beau stood by the sledge, his arm still tingling where Miller had touched him. 

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 3: The Grip of the Earth
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The post-hole digger was a heavy tool made of ash and iron. It consisted of two long handles connected by a hinge, ending in two curved, sharp blades. To use it, Beau had to thrust the blades into the dirt, pull the handles apart to trap a plug of earth, and heave the mass out of the hole.

Beau had been at it for two hours. The fence line ran through a patch of clay that had baked hard in the sun. Each time the iron hit the ground, the vibration traveled up Beau’s arms and into his chest. He stopped to wipe gray dust from his forehead, his breath coming in short, jagged bursts.

"You're fighting the dirt," Miller said. He had been working twenty yards away, driving corner posts with a heavy sledgehammer. The sound of the hammer hitting the wood was a solid, low thud that carried across the open field. He set the hammer down and walked over. He wasn't winded, though his shirt was soaked through with sweat.

Miller stopped at the edge of the hole. "Let me show you."

He reached out and took the handles. His hands were larger than Beau’s, the skin thick with permanent callouses from years of this kind of labor. When their fingers brushed, Beau felt the heat of Miller’s skin, a sharp contrast to the biting iron of the tool.

Miller drove the blades into the clay with a single, powerful thrust. He didn't pull straight up. He gave the handles a sharp twist, breaking the suction of the heavy mud. There was a wet, popping sound as the earth gave way. He lifted the plug of clay and dumped it to the side.

"Twist it as you lift," Miller said, handing the tool back. "If you don't break that suction, you're trying to pull against the weight of the whole patch of ground."

Beau took the handles and tried the movement. He drove the blades down and twisted. The tool came up easier, the resistance of the clay snapping as he turned the iron. He managed several more holes, his muscles burning from the repetitive motion. The sun was high now, and the sweat on his skin felt thick and gritty with dust.

"That’s enough for now," Miller said. He had walked back to the shade where he’d left a wooden bucket of water and a canvas bag. 

They sat down in the tall grass just beyond the workspace. The stalks of wild oat and foxtail were high enough to block the view of the outbuildings, hemmed in by the golden stems and the heat. Miller reached into the bucket and pulled out a piece of burlap that had been soaking in the water. He leaned over and pressed the dripping cloth against the back of Beau’s neck.

Beau flinched at the sudden cold. "That's a shock."

"Your skin is too hot," Miller said. He held the cloth in place, his thumb resting against the side of Beau’s neck. The water ran down Beau’s back, soaking into his shirt. Where Miller’s thumb pressed against him, Beau felt a steady, heavy warmth.

Beau looked at Miller. He could see the salt lines on Miller’s collar and the gray clay dust caught in the stubble on his chin. Miller was looking at him with a direct, unblinking focus.

"Why are you helping me like this?" Beau asked. 

"The work is hard," Miller said. "And the sun doesn't care if you're new to it or not. If you don't learn how to handle the tools, you'll just end up hurting yourself."

Miller moved his hand, his thumb tracing a slow line over the skin behind Beau’s ear before he pulled the cloth away. He didn't move back. He reached down and took Beau's hand, turning it over to look at the palm. He began to unfasten the strap of Beau's work glove.

"You've got a tear," Miller noted.

He pulled the glove off. A blister had broken on the meat of Beau’s palm, the skin raw and red. Miller took a clean corner of the wet burlap and dabbed at the blood and grit. He was careful, his touch surprisingly light for such large, powerful hands.

"I didn't feel it start," Beau said.

"You weren't looking at your hands," Miller replied. He didn't let go. He held Beau’s hand in his own, his fingers wrapping around the
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