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​Chapter 1 — The Broken Ending
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The valley always sang before dusk.

Not loudly at first. The songs started in the ordinary places: under worktables, beside water-jars, at the edge of washing lines where petal cloth hung drying in slow loops. Someone would take up a phrase while folding stems for kindling. Someone else would answer from a ladder. A child would carry the wrong note for three steps before being corrected by a grandmother who did not stop cutting seed-bread.

By the time the village gathered beneath the great daisy, the song was already moving through them.

Talu Riedel stood with the younger climbers near the outer ring of the ceremony ground, where the stem-shadow fell cool across the packed earth. The harvest had run six days. Their hands still ached from the grip work, and a faint blue stain ran from knuckle to wrist where bluebell resin had soaked through their gloves. Sann, beside them, had a worse stain and a cut on his chin from a snapped cord that he refused to explain.

Above them, the great moon-daisy rose from the centre of the valley. Its stem was broad as a tower, grey-green and faintly ridged, and its lower leaves held out over the nearest rooftops like weathered awnings. Higher, too high to study without the neck aching, the flower’s pale crown caught the first colour of evening while everything below it was still in shade.

People said the valley had never truly gone dark because of that crown.

Talu shifted their weight. In the valley’s mild gravity, the movement lifted them a fraction more than it should have, and their heel came down lightly. The dust around their boot rose in a slow brown veil and hung there, not settling.

“Stand still,” Sann muttered.

“What do you think I’m doing?”

“You’re doing the thing.”

“What thing?”

“The swaying-and-pretending-you’re-not thing.”

Talu looked at him. He was trying not to laugh, which made his face look worse than it already did with the cut. Beyond him, a row of older women adjusted their robes and checked their children. A man near the front re-tied his sandal strap for the third time. Everyone was waiting.

Tonight was the Closing of Stalks. It marked the end of the petal harvest and the start of the curing season. Without it, the harvest had no formal end — the drying racks would be loaded, the resin stores tallied, the last of the bluebell fibre bundled, but none of it counted until the valley sang it shut. Talu had asked Mairen once what happened if the song wasn’t sung. Mairen had looked at them as if the question itself was a kind of injury and said, “Then the season doesn’t change.”

Talu had thought she was being dramatic.

At the front of the gathered crowd, Orenna Dulac stepped onto the lowest ceremony stone. Her robe was bleached petal fibre, the kind that held light even before moonrise. Around her wrists hung narrow bands dyed with pollen-gold. She stood the way she always did, straight-backed, one hand resting open at her side, and the crowd went quiet without being told.

The rite was old enough that no one called it by its full name anymore. The children called it the Light Joining. The council called it the Dusk Observance. Mairen Rainer, when she had still attended these gatherings regularly, had once called it “the evening habit,” and the woman behind her had made a sound like a stepped-on cat.

Talu had liked Mairen for that. A habit meant it could be questioned. Orenna would have used the word tradition, and Thalen would have used the word custom, and neither word invited curiosity.

Orenna began with the opening note.

Her voice was steady and placed with care, the way a mason places a cornerstone before building the wall around it. The sound went up, touched the underside of the nearest leaf, and came back softer. The village answered. Men, women, children, elders, climbers, spinners, seed-grinders, nectar-keepers — their voices joined at the familiar intervals, layering the melody without effort, the way a path wears itself smooth from years of the same feet.

Talu sang too.

They knew this song; the feel of it was one of the first things taught to them as children, because it was simple and because the ending carried the valley’s name for itself: the place where things are kept. The melody moved throughout the land. Through the harvest, the light, the flower, the turn of season, and arrived at a long passage of names — every household that had brought in the crop, named in the song so the labour was recorded in living memory.

Talu let the communal voice carry them. For a moment the ache in their hands didn’t matter. The crowd pressed warm along their left side. The petal dust in the air caught low gold from the flower’s crown.

Then their mouth reached for a line that didn’t belong here.

A different melody, much older and much smaller. Four notes that had nothing to do with harvest or dusk or community. A rising phrase their mother used to sing while pouring wash-water over Talu’s hair. The tune came up through their chest before they could stop it.

Talu closed their teeth on it.

The valley’s song continued without them. Nobody noticed. The phrase sank back down, and Talu opened their mouth again and rejoined the melody as if they had only paused for breath.

Sann glanced over. Talu shook their head: nothing.

The song moved into the long passage of household names. Ahead, Orenna’s voice led the line with clean authority, and Talu watched her take a breath between two names. The breath was a beat too long. Her left hand, the one at her side, curled inward by a degree. Then her voice came back and the line continued. No one around Talu reacted.

But Talu had been watching Orenna lead songs since they were a child, and that breath was wrong. Orenna did not need extra time between those names. She knew them the way a roofer knew a ladder.

The song reached the place where the names ended and the closing began.

The closing was the part that mattered most. It named the season finished and asked the flower to hold what had been gathered — not the petals and the fibre, but the record. The memory of who had worked, who had brought in what, who had stood together in the heat. Without the closing, the names were just a list. With it, they became part of the valley’s account of itself.

Talu sang the first line of the closing. The crowd sang with them.

The second line came, and a few voices dropped away. Not many. Enough for the sound to thin at its edges.

The third line arrived and Talu felt their mouth reaching for words that were not there.

The tune was present. Their lips knew the shape of the consonants, the place where the phrase should land. But the words themselves had gone. Not blurred or confused. Absent. Like a shelf where a jar had always stood, now showing only the clean circle in the dust.

Around them, the crowd dragged to a stop.

Orenna sang one more note alone. Then she stopped too.

For a moment no one moved.

High above, a petal loosened from the daisy’s outer ring and came turning down through the air. In the valley’s gravity it fell with terrible slowness, spinning past the lower leaves, past a scaffold pole, past the ceremony ground, until it landed near the base of the stone where Orenna stood. It made no sound.

Orenna looked out at the crowd. Her face did not change, but her left hand had closed against the cloth of her robe, and Talu could see the tendons standing in her wrist.

Thalen Elden stepped forward from the council line.

Talu saw him decide to do it. Saw him read the crowd, count the seconds of silence, and choose his face before he wore it. The smile he put on was not warm, but it was practised enough to carry. He was a broad man with silver through his dark hair and the posture of someone who had been watched his whole life and understood that being watched was its own kind of authority.

“Again,” he said. “From the second passage. A song asks for a stronger breath when the air has been warm.”

A few people laughed, too quickly and too close to the front.

Orenna inclined her head. “From the second passage.”

She began again.

The village followed. This time Talu listened more than they sang, testing each line against the one before it, checking. The household names came through clearly enough, though a woman two rows ahead fumbled over a family she should have known and recovered by mouthing the next three names without sound.

Then the closing arrived again.

The first missing name came sooner this time.

A man’s name — one of the orchard families, Talu thought, though they could not say which one. A name that had been in this song for as long as Talu had been alive. Gone. A gap in the air shaped exactly like a word.

An old woman near the front made a sound. Not a cry. A small, private noise, the kind someone makes when they put weight on a foot they forgot was injured. Her daughter took her arm.

Talu tried to force the closing back. Their tongue found the first consonant of the next phrase. Nothing followed. They could feel the space where memory should be. That was worse than blank forgetting — knowing the exact dimensions of what was lost.

Orenna stopped the song before the crowd could collapse into it.

“There is tiredness among us,” Thalen said, stepping forward again. He was faster this time but less steady. A muscle moved at the corner of his jaw. “A long harvest and warm evenings. We will close with the short blessing.”

No one argued. No one wanted to discover what else might be missing.

The short blessing was four lines. The smallest children knew it. The valley sang it quietly, with too much care, the way you carry a dish you suspect is already cracked.

When it ended, people did not leave.

They stood looking at one another in brief glances, the kind that checked for reassurance and found only the same uncertainty reflected back. A woman near Talu adjusted her son’s collar, tugging it straight with small, precise movements, her hands trying to fix things that she could reach when the real problem was beyond them. Two men stood by the east path and began a conversation about drying-rack schedules in voices pitched to sound normal. An old seed-grinder and his wife were at the edge of the crowd. He bent his head and sang the closing to himself, under his breath, testing it. He managed four words before his wife touched his elbow and he stopped.

Sann touched Talu’s sleeve.

“You forgot it too?” he asked.

“Yes.”

The word came out flat. Sann looked at them for a moment, then away.

Across the ceremony ground, Orenna stepped down from the stone. Thalen bent toward her, speaking close to her ear. She listened without looking at him. Her hand was still closed in the cloth of her robe and Talu did not think she knew she was doing it.

Talu walked away from Sann without explaining. They pushed through the loosening crowd, past the woman still straightening her son’s collar, past the seed-grinder who had given up testing the words, until they reached the edge of the ground where packed earth gave way to a path of pressed stem-fibre.

They stopped there and tried to sing the closing line again under their breath.

The tune came. Their mouth shaped the rise and the turn.

The words did not come.

Behind them, the village made its ordinary sounds. Sandals on dust. Children gathered up. Baskets shifted from one hip to another. Someone laughed at something and then cut the laugh short, as if they’d been caught doing it.

Talu stood beneath the huge shadow of the flower and listened to the place where the ending should have been. Their hands were still stained with bluebell resin. Their shoulders still ached from the harvest. The air smelled of warm dust and curing fibre and the faint sweetness that always came off the daisy’s lower stem at this hour.

Everything around them was the same. The ground, the paths, the roofs, the careful neighbours walking home.

But the place where the song ended was wrong. Talu could have understood empty. Empty was just forgetting. This was different. It felt like finding a door in a room that had never had one. A gap cut into something that had been whole that morning.

Sann caught up with them at the path.

“Talu.”

“I’m fine.”

“You walked off.”

“I needed air.”

“We’re outside.”

Talu looked at him. Sann stood with his hands in his belt, the cut on his chin dark in the fading light, his face open and worried and trying not to show it. Behind him, the ceremony ground was clearing. Lanterns were being lit along the main path. The valley was tucking itself into evening the way it always did, with small tasks and small talk and the sounds of doors.

“It’ll come back,” Sann said. “Songs do that. You lose a word, you sleep on it, it’s there in the morning.”

Talu wanted that to be true.

“Go home, Sann.”

“Come with me. Pella made the good bread today.”

“In a bit.”

He waited a moment longer, then gave up and walked back toward the main path. His footsteps were light in the low gravity, barely pressing the stem-fibre.

Talu turned back toward the flower.

The great daisy stood above the valley, its crown pale and enormous against the darkening sky. From here it looked the way it always had, too large to be anything but permanent. The petal that had fallen during the song still lay near the ceremony stone. No one had picked it up.

Talu’s mother would have known the closing and would have sung it without thinking. The way she sang while doing everything, while she cooked, while she was mending, while pouring water over Talu’s head in the tin bath behind the house. She carried songs always present, always in reach.

But Talu couldn’t check that now.

They stood in the cooling air and listened to the valley settle into quiet. Somewhere a door closed. Somewhere else a child was being called inside.

The flower’s crown held the last of the light, and Talu kept standing there long after the ceremony ground had emptied, listening to the gap in the song that should have closed it. Their mouth kept shaping the rise, the turn, the place where the words had always landed. Nothing came. The tune knew where to go. The words were gone, and the space they had left did not feel like ordinary forgetting. It felt like a cut made while no one was looking, clean and recent, in something Talu had trusted all their life.
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​Chapter 2 — The Weight of Petals
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By morning, everyone had a reason.

The air had been too warm. Orenna had begun too low. The west side of the crowd had lagged and pulled the rest off balance. Children had been fidgeting. The harvest had run long. Someone’s uncle had always said that song was like seed paste: leave it too near the heat and it thickened where it should pour.

By breakfast, the failed ending had become a thing that could be explained.

By midmorning, it had become rude to mention it.

Talu heard all this while hanging from the underside of a bluebell platform with a hook knife between their teeth.

The bluebells grew along the eastern slope, not as tall as the moon-daisy but large enough to shade six houses each. Their stems were ribbed and tough, useful for beams once cured. Their petals made a softer cloth than daisy fibre, though it tore if pulled against the grain. At this season the village trimmed the lower bells before they grew too heavy and split.

Talu worked with a rope around their waist, one knee braced in a notch, one hand hooked deep into the petal seam. Below, three gatherers waited with nets stretched between poles. In ordinary gravity, the cut petal would have dropped hard enough to break a wrist. Here it would sag, twist, and drift, but a careless fall could still knock someone flat.

“Ready?” called Sann from the next line over.

Talu removed the hook knife from their mouth where they had been holding it. “Ready.”

“Remember: a clean cut.”

“I know,” Sann replied in exasperation.

“You say that.”

“I always do clean cuts.”

Talu smiled. “You do quick cuts. And then I fix them.”

Sann muttered something and leaned into his seam.

The blade slid through with a wet, fibrous sound. For a moment the petal held its shape, still connected by a thread of inner membrane. Then the cut edge peeled away from the bell, curling downward in a slow, heavy fold. The gatherers shifted their poles. The net took the weight with a soft grunt of fibre. Dusty blue pollen rose around them like smoke that had forgotten how to hurry.

Someone below began the work rhythm.

It was an old one. Four beats to a pull, a rest on five, a half-sung count to time the next cut. Talu had known it since they were small enough to ride the gathering nets while the adults worked above. The tune was plain and the words were practical: where to cut, how deep, when to check the wind. Nothing ceremonial. It belonged to labour the way calluses belonged to hands.

Two lines in, the woman singing it stopped.

She didn’t stumble or lose the note. She just stopped, mid-phrase, and looked at the petal in her hands as if she expected it to finish the line for her.

“Kessa?” said the man beside her.

“I’m fine.” She shook her head. “Lost my place.”

She started again from the top, and this time she made it through. But she sang the last line with her jaw set, the way people do when they’re working from memory of the shape rather than the words.

Talu watched from the platform. Sann hadn’t noticed. He was wrestling with a seam that had dried too tight, swearing at it under his breath.

“Sann.”

“What.”

“Did you hear Kessa?”

“Hear what?”

“She lost a line.”

“Kessa loses everything. She lost her own wedding sandals.”

“In a work song.”

“People forget work songs. That’s why they’re boring. So you can forget them and still get the cut right.”

He had a point. It was a reasonable point. Talu hated that it was reasonable.

They moved along the platform to the next seam. The bluebell swayed under their weight, its broad blue canopy shifting the shade below. From up here the valley spread in all directions: rooftops thatched with cured petal-leaf, paths of stamped stem-fibre, the water channel cutting a dark line between the herb terraces and the drying racks. Smoke from the curing sheds rose and drifted sideways, never quite climbing, caught in the same gentle gravity that made everything in the valley feel like it was half-thinking about floating.

The great moon-daisy stood at the centre of it all. Its crown was bright in the late morning, white-gold against a sky that never seemed fully blue. Talu had grown up seeing it from every angle. From below it looked protective. From the bluebell slopes it looked solitary. From the rooftops at night, when the crown caught moonlight, it looked like something that belonged to a story larger than the valley could hold.

Today it looked like it always had. Nothing about the flower had changed, only the songs.

Talu made the next cut and let the petal fold down into the net. Below, the gatherers stacked it flat on the carrying frame with practised hands, smoothing the inner surface before the resin could set wrong. Three more cuts on this bell and they’d move to the next stand.

At the lunch break, the crew sat on the lower platforms with their legs hanging over the edge. Seed bread, salt-cured petal hearts, a jar of water passed hand to hand. The height wasn’t much by climbing standards, but enough that the valley floor sat a comfortable distance below. A child ran between the drying racks, chasing something. Two women hung freshly cut petal-cloth over a frame, pressing the wrinkles flat with the heels of their palms.

Sann ate steadily and talked about the cord that had snapped the day before, the one that gave him the cut on his chin. He told the story twice, each time with the cord slightly thinner and the fall slightly longer.

“You fell two arm-lengths,” Talu said.

“It was three.”

“Two. I was on the next line.”

“You weren’t looking then.”

“I was looking at you fall.”

“Then you should have a better sense of distance.”

Pella, who was Sann’s cousin and worked the lower nets, laughed from below. “I saw the whole thing and it was barely one arm-length and he squealed.”

“I did not squeal.”

“You made a sound.”

“A sound of controlled concern.”

Talu let the talk wash past. They were listening to something else.

Across the lower field, a woman was hanging petal-cloth and humming. A curing song, one of the ones that helped you keep count of the drying stages: first turn, second turn, press, rest, press again. Simple. Repetitive. Every cloth-worker in the valley knew it because it was woven into the job. You didn’t think about it. Your hands moved and the tune carried the timing.

The woman hummed through the first stage and into the second. Her hands kept working. Then the humming thinned, and she paused with one palm flat on the cloth. She frowned, mouthed something, and started the line over. It came back. She kept going.

Nobody else noticed. Sann was arguing with Pella about the physics of rope failure. Two men on the next platform were comparing resin batches.

After lunch, the crew moved to a second stand of bluebells closer to the village edge. These were older and tougher, their stems darker and harder to notch. Talu’s arms burned by the third cut. The resin stain on their wrist had spread to their forearm, a faint blue-grey that wouldn’t come off for days.

The afternoon rhythm should have settled into the kind of mindless work that made hours pass without anyone counting. Cut, fold, net, stack, move. The valley did this every season. It was one of the things that made the village feel solid: labour that repeated, skills that handed down, rhythms that carried the work.

But twice during the afternoon, Talu caught gaps.

The first was small. A man on the far platform asked his partner for the count, and his partner gave the wrong number. They argued about it quietly, checked the notches on the bell, found they were both wrong, and carried on. It wasn’t the mistake that bothered Talu. People miscounted. What bothered them was the look on the man’s face when he checked the notch and realized his count hadn’t just slipped, it had skipped. He’d lost a number he’d been using since the start of the day, and for a second he didn’t know how.

The second was worse.

Near the end of the shift, while the lower crew was stacking the last of the cut petals on the transport frame, Haren started the closing count. It was a short call-and-answer, used at the end of every cutting day: the lead caller counted the bells trimmed, the crew answered with the tally, and the count was repeated three times so it would stick. The repetition was the point. You said it enough times that your body remembered it even if your mind wandered.

The lead caller started. The crew answered. The second round came and two voices dropped out. The third round, Haren himself paused on the number. He recovered, but the pause was there, and everyone heard it.

No one said anything.

Drey marked the tally on her slate and called it done.

On the walk back to the village, Sann fell into step beside Talu. The light was going amber. The great daisy’s crown glowed above the roofline, and the path was crowded with people carrying tools, coiled rope, and the smell of bluebell sap.

“You’re quiet,” Sann said.

“I’m tired.”

“You’re thinking-quiet, not tired-quiet.”

Talu looked at him. “Those are different?”

“When you’re tired you complain. When you’re thinking you go somewhere behind your face and I have to knock.”

Talu didn’t answer right away. They walked past the wash-stones, where a woman was rinsing petal dust from her hair and a child was building a dam in the runoff channel with pieces of cured stem.

“Last night wasn’t just Orenna,” Talu said.

Sann’s expression flattened. “Don’t.”

“Kessa forgot a work line this morning.”

“Kessa forgets things.”

“The count crew lost the tally.”

“People miscount.”

“Three times in one day, Sann. Work songs. Things your hands know.”

Sann walked a few more steps without speaking. He adjusted the coil of rope on his shoulder, a gesture Talu recognized as buying time.

“The harvest was long,” he said. “Everyone’s worn down. You get a bad night and everything frays a little. It doesn’t mean the world is broken.”

“I didn’t say the world was broken.”

“You’ve got that look.”

“What look?”

“The one where you’re about to go bother Mairen.”

Talu opened their mouth to argue and closed it again, because he was right.

They parted at the junction where the main path split toward the lower houses. Sann went left toward Pella’s, where the good bread was. Talu stood at the fork and watched him go. His footsteps barely pressed the stem-fibre. The rope swung lightly on his shoulder. He looked like a man at the end of an ordinary day, heading home because that was what you did.

Talu turned right, toward the upper path.

The evening was warm. Lamps were being lit in the windows of the lower terraces, and the smell of cooking oil and seed meal drifted between the houses. A group of children ran past on the cross-path, playing some game that involved a knotted rope and a lot of accusations. One of them was singing. A counting rhyme, the kind that went in circles and was more about speed than accuracy.

Talu listened.

The child made it through four rounds. On the fifth, she hesitated. The other children shouted at her to keep going. She did, but she skipped a line, and the rhyme came out short. Nobody corrected her. Nobody knew there had been a line between the fourth round and the sixth.

The children ran on.

Talu stood in the path and watched them disappear around the corner of the nectar-keeper’s house. The evening was full of the valley’s ordinary sounds: doors, water, low conversation, the creak of drying racks cooling in the shade.

A woman two houses down was singing to a child who wouldn’t sleep. The melody was simple and old. Talu knew it, or had known it. The woman sang the first verse and into the second, and her voice was steady and sure. The third verse came, and she held the note a beat longer than the melody required, as if reaching for words that should have followed. Then she hummed the rest, filling the space with sound and not words.

The humming continued for a while. Then the lamp in the window dimmed, and the house went quiet.

Talu walked on toward the upper path.

They did not go to Mairen’s. Not yet. They were not ready for what Mairen might say.

Instead they sat on the retaining wall above the herb terraces and looked down at the village settling into dark. Light by light, the houses closed. The drying racks stood in neat rows, loaded with the day’s cut, the blue petals already stiffening in the evening air. The water channel ran its quiet line. The great daisy stood above everything, its crown catching the last of the sky.
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