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Silence keeps its vigil
over every broken string.
What breaks in the winter
won’t mend in the spring.
A fractured melody
forgets how to sing.
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The sky was a clear, unbroken blue. A gentle breeze drifted over the trees, hardly disturbing the leaves, while the morning sun inched toward sweltering. Birds sang from somewhere beyond the hedges, their melodies wrapping around Collin’s storybook cottage like something out of a long-forgotten fairytale. The air smelled of blooming flowers and fresh herbs. In the meadow, birds flitted above the tall grass, chasing bugs with theatrical gusto, while a young fox lounged nearby, watching the performance with casual interest.

Collin crouched in his garden, knees pressed into the damp earth, the sun warming the back of his neck to an uncomfortable degree. He worked his fingers into the soil, tugging out stubborn weeds that had found their way into his bean beds. The pile of discarded greenery had begun to wilt in solidarity. He let out a breath and leaned back with a groan, his joints making their quiet protest known.

He glanced toward the old oak tree where the shade had pooled. Under the bench, a rabbit and her brood grazed on a patch of flowering weeds. Overhead, a blue jay sat on a branch, eyeing Collin like it was considering a strongly worded lecture.

There was still so much work. Why had he neglected to do the weeding? Now the beds were overgrown. He shoved a hand through his hair, already damp with sweat. He ought to keep weeding, but the thought of breakfast was a stronger tug. As he shifted to rise, the garden gate creaked open and clicked shut.

“Morning,” Nic called. “Hope I’m not crashing your birthday bash.”

Collin didn’t even glance up. He swept a hand at the empty yard. “Yeah, you just missed the parade.”

Nic made his way down the gravel path and flipped a bucket upside down beside the garden. He sat with a casual thump. “So, what are we celebrating? Thirty? Thirty-five? Or have we stopped counting out of self-defense?”

It was the morning of Collin's twentieth birthday, though he saw little worth marking. The date was forever tied to darker things—the ruin of Logan’s home, the death of Niall. Maybe, in time, those associations would fade, but for now, celebration felt impossible. His close circle understood without needing to speak of it, though habit still compelled them to wish him well.

“I’m just a stone’s throw from middle age,” Collin remarked with a wry smile.

“And you’ve chosen to spend your big day toiling in the heat? Of course you have.”

“I’m catching up on chores,” he said, offering Nic a hand rake. “And since you're here, you might as well be useful.”

Nic took the tool with theatrical reluctance. He crossed to the far flowerbed and started in on the soil around the sprigs of onion shoots.

They fell into a stretch of companionable silence, though the heaviness in the air was more than the summer heat. Nic was raking as if the onions had wronged him personally. His brows were drawn tight, his jaw set, each movement laced with just enough force to unsettle the soil and the mood.

Eventually, Collin gave in. “So... did you come all this way just to glare my vegetables into submission?”

Nic grimaced, then managed a sheepish smile as he gently reburied a mess of disrupted roots. “Helen and I had another fight the other day,” he muttered.

Collin paused, troubled by the tone more than the words. “I’m sorry.”

Nic only shrugged, shoulders stiff. Collin went back to trimming dead leaves, trying not to dwell on the weight his friend carried.

Nic and Helen’s once vibrant relationship had grown strained—full of flickers of resentment where warmth used to be. Collin could almost trace the shift to Nic’s first winter at the Singing Cove. In the wake of Nesaea, Nic had sought solitude, pulling away from the people who knew and loved him best. He’d retreated to the sea for another winter, claiming the quiet helped him heal. But healing, Collin had come to realize, wasn’t about returning to the person they’d been before. That version of himself—of all of them—had gone up in smoke in the wake of Niall’s death.

Collin had found some rhythm to the pain, working on Leif’s fishing crew, learning the tides, the sail, the sea. The routine gave him something like peace. But grief carved deep. Even when he laughed again, even when he could speak Niall’s name without his voice breaking, the guilt remained like sediment beneath still water.

Everyone bore the weight differently. Lekyi, once the life of every party, had abandoned his endless string of romances without explanation, now attending gatherings alone and subdued. Clive reopened his bakery, but scaled it back almost to nothing. Gravis turned inward, training harder, growing quieter.

And then there was Rhea.

She had seemed fine—resilient, even. But in winter, quietly and without warning, she ended her life. They found out in spring. The shock of it tore through them. None of them had seen it coming, or perhaps they’d simply chosen not to look too closely.

Collin’s dream of rebellion had withered under the pressure. What was once fire had cooled into silence—distance, doubt, distraction. Grief had scattered them, not like ashes, but like seeds flung far apart, struggling to root in unfamiliar soil.

“By fight,” Nic said flatly, “I mean we broke up.”

Each word landed with the weight of someone dragging a reluctant truth into the light. Collin paused his trimming, watching the rabbits nibble contentedly in the clover as if the world hadn’t shifted ever so slightly.

“Was it something to do with her parents again?”

Nic didn’t answer immediately. He tilted his head back, squinting up at the glaring blue sky as though it caused his misery. His jaw worked before he spoke. “Her parents, her, me... pick a culprit. She swears she doesn’t care what they think. But I’ve seen how she looks at her friends—married off to captain’s sons and steward’s favorites, planning garden parties and ordering gowns from that ridiculous tailor in White Wood.” His voice grew rougher. “She says she’d be happy with me, with a quiet life in a cabin, dogs at the door and dirt under our fingernails. But one day she’ll wake up and realize she traded pearls for pebbles. And then the resentment will bloom, like those blasted weeds in your beans.”

Collin winced and glanced down—he’d just clipped a perfectly healthy vine. He grimaced, letting the dead leaf drop, unsure what to say.

Nic raked a hand through his unruly chestnut locks and met Colin’s gaze—steady, direct, and full of unspoken grief. “Helen is too good for me. That’s the truth. Her family knows it. Half of society knows it. And Helen... well, I think she’s starting to believe it too. So I did the noble thing—I saved her from a life of domestic adequacy and unremarkable curtains.”

Collin studied Nic a moment before replying gently, “Have you ever considered that a decent man who builds beautiful things with his hands and means what he says might actually be more than good enough for a woman like Helen?”

Nic held his gaze for a heartbeat, something flickering beneath the sarcasm. Then he looked away, lips pressed tight, and resumed raking the soil with unnecessary focus.

A few minutes passed in silence, until Nic leaned back and shot Collin a sidelong glance. “So. What about you, my friend? Any scandalous liaisons I should know about? Mysterious missives? Midnight rendezvous under moonlight?”

Collin scoffed. “Oh yes. The women are absolutely besieging me. It’s exhausting, really.”

“Please, regale me. Spare no detail! I live for the romance of others.”

Collin gazed out past the fence, toward the sunlit meadow. The memory of last week’s lake outing with Dragonfly rose unbidden—sunlight on water, her fingers brushing his over the bottle of cider. And then... nothing.

“We had a picnic,” he said, tossing a pile of wilted clippings into the bucket. “Her idea. It was nice. Peaceful. I thought—well, it felt like something was there. But when I asked if she wanted to go out again, she turned me down flat.”

Nic’s brow lifted. “Ouch.”

“She keeps giving me these looks like she wants more. Like she’s waiting for me to figure it out. And then she runs off to Black Timber Forest for weeks on end working for that widow. I don’t know what game it is, but I’m losing.”

“She always was hard to read,” Nic said sympathetically. “Like a poem that changes meaning the more you think you understand it. Why I don’t do poetry...”

“I don’t think she’s playing with me,” Collin muttered. “She’s just... uncertain. And I don’t want to pressure her.”

Nic arched a brow. “Oh, Collin, I think whatever it is you're doing now—this long, slow, silent unraveling—is already the most awkward version available.”

Collin barked a reluctant laugh. Sweat trickled down his neck as the shade finally retreated and the sun fully claimed the garden.

“On the opposite end of subtlety,” Nic said, yanking out a stubborn weed, “did you hear Stella made her move on River?”

Collin blinked. “Seriously? She asked him out?”

“She didn’t wait for him to summon the courage. She just cornered him by the water pump and declared her undying affection. Or so I’m told.”

“That’s very... Stella.”

“Oh, and River said yes, of course. You know he’s been a walking blush around her for years.”

“Well, good for River,” Collin said as he began stacking the tools. “I hope he’s ready. Stella isn’t exactly a tranquil meadow.”

“No,” Nic agreed, standing and brushing off his trousers, “she’s a thunderstorm in silk gloves.”

They both chuckled, the tension between them eased.

“You want to come in for some bacon and toast?” Collin offered, half-hopeful.

Nic glanced at his watch and shook his head with exaggerated regret. “Alas, my father awaits in town, and he does so with the patience of a cracked egg in a frying pan. But—Uriah and I were hoping to come by tonight. Not to celebrate your birthday, obviously. Just a few wayward souls in search of laughter and libation.”

Collin put a hand to his heart. “Only because your spirit is wounded and I’m duty-bound as your friend. But you better bring the good stuff.”

“Always do.” Nic flashed a grin and headed for the gate. “See you after dark.”

Collin washed up at the well, the icy water startling him back to life. The heat had crept high while he worked, and when he pushed open the front door, the cool hush of the house met him like an early autumn breeze. Too tired to cook, he finished off half a loaf of bread that was beginning to harden at the edges—simple, sufficient.

In the meadow, the young fox bounded through a patch of late-blooming love-in-idleness, snapping playfully at the bluebirds darting overhead. Collin leaned against the windowsill, eyes following the playful beast, and felt a flicker of something rare—a quiet, elusive sense of contentment. That deep sense of wellness had grown scarce in recent years. But his nightmares had eased, fewer now, and softer when they came. Maybe, just maybe, he was healing.

The rest of the afternoon slipped by in domestic rhythm. He read for a while, sorted through laundry, tidied the kitchen. Small things, ordinary things. But when he realized he had nothing to offer the brothers for their visit that evening—not even a wedge of cheese or a handful of berries—he sighed, took up his basket, and set out under the weight of the sun for the long walk into the village.
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The village square buzzed with restless energy, thick as the heat that shimmered off the cobblestones. On any other sweltering day, the shops would be shuttered, the stalls abandoned—but now bodies pressed together, voices rising like steam.

A red-faced merchant burst from the crowd, nearly colliding with Collin. “New tithes,” the man spat, as if the words had burned his tongue. “Let’s see them collect when the crops fail and our tables go bare.”

Collin flinched. Oh, new tithes was enough to make anyone sweat, even in the shade. He moved through the throng, heart quickening, catching only fragments of outrage—new fees, storage taxes, some whisper of curfew.

The mood was roiling. Not riotous yet—but close.

“Collin!”

He turned at the sound of Dragonfly’s voice. She stood near the doors of the meeting hall, radiant and conspicuous in a flowing lavender dress with a bodice studded in tiny beads. Her presence—and her attire—was entirely out of place here. What was she doing in something that extravagant?

She was struggling to break through the crush of people, so Collin elbowed his way toward her. When they reached each other, she seized his hand, and together they fought their way to the edge of the crowd.

“Have you heard?” she asked, raising her voice above the din.

A large man stomped across Collin’s foot, drawing a sharp wince. He spotted an empty bench nearby and guided Dragonfly toward it. “I only just arrived,” he said as he dropped onto the seat, rubbing his throbbing toe. “I overheard something about a new tax.”

Dragonfly sank down beside him, her expression taut with concern. She hunched forward, face in her hands. “It’s not exactly a new tax,” she said at last. “They’re increasing tithes on land over half an acre. And now there’s an annual tariff on every separate structure—sheds, barns, anything that’s not part of the main building.”

Collin blinked. “You mean, besides the land itself?”

She nodded. “Your six acres used to be taxed as one unit. Now they’ll charge more for the land and for every building on it. If you’ve got a shed, that’s extra.”

Collin stared at the silk ribbon knotted in her hair, the same shade as her dress. “How much land do you have?”

“A little over two acres,” she said, meeting his gaze. “Plus the house... and I just built a shed last month. I’ll probably have to tear it down. The notice said attached additions count as part of the main structure, but anything separate is taxed individually.”

A dull weight settled in Collin’s chest. His meadow, the woodland beyond—it was all so much space. Last summer, Aries had nearly built a workshop, but a brush fire had consumed the lumber. Rather than buy more, they’d simply added a room to the house. Now, that misfortune felt like a narrow escape.

“This will really hit the White Wood farmers hard,” he murmured, picturing Arion’s family’s sprawling acreage and outbuildings.

Dragonfly sat up, clutching her purse as though someone might snatch it away. Panic edged into her voice. “Everything’s going to get more expensive. Rents, goods, food—especially food. Even shopkeepers who own their buildings outright will have to raise their prices. People like me will have less to spend, so the margins shrink for everyone.”

Collin’s eyes scanned the restless crowd. “Hard days ahead,” he said quietly.

Dragonfly pulled an embroidered handkerchief from her bag and dabbed at her brow. She fanned herself, cheeks flushed from the sun.

Collin’s gaze drifted to the glinting beaded trim at her neckline. Heat pooled in his chest—this time, not from the weather. As she shifted beside him, the soft brush of silk against his hand sent an ache through his fingertips and straight into his heart. He cleared his throat, reeling his thoughts back. “What are you doing here today? I thought you helped your aunt on weekends.”

“Oh.” Dragonfly glanced down at her dress, as if only now noticing it. “Larissa broke her ankle. I was asked to cover her dance class. I was on my way home when I saw the crowd. What about you—who told you about the tax?”

“No one. I just stopped by the bakery. If not for that, I wouldn’t have come into town at all.” His chest lightened as he added hopefully, “Nic and Uriah are coming over tonight. Would you like to join us?”

The shadow of worry softened from Dragonfly’s face, replaced by a warm smile. Her eyes shimmered like lake water in sunlight. “Happy birthday, Collin,” she said, barely above a whisper.

His pulse skipped. He couldn’t look away. For a breathless second, time seemed to falter—people blurred, noise faded, and only the space between them remained. She was close, achingly close. If he leaned in even slightly...

“This is outrageous!”

“We shan’t stand for it!”

The crowd’s roar surged like a wave against the shore. Collin flinched. Dragonfly’s gaze snapped back to the crowd, and with it, the spell broke. The pressure in Collin’s chest gave way to a hollow ache.

A group of guards entered the square, their presence seemed to add to the tinder. Someone from the crowd threw a stone at the meeting hall doors. It struck the solid wood with a sharp clunk that echoed. The guards pressed into the crowd, shouting, scuffling, but in the tight throng of bodies, Collin couldn’t see what was happening.

They needed to get out of the square—before frustration turned to riot. “We should go.”

Dragonfly seemed to agree. She stood and tucked her hand into his elbow. As they hurried away, she glanced over. “I didn’t realize you were planning anything for your birthday.”

“It’s not a celebration,” Collin said. “Nic’s wallowing. He wanted company.”

They paused near the road to North Town. Dragonfly looked thoughtful. “Stella told me about Nic and Helen. Those two fall apart and reattach like seasons. They’ll work it out. They always do.”

“Probably.” Collin shrugged, not entirely convinced. “But I’d still love for you to come tonight.”

She hesitated as restless townsfolk bustled past. “I wish I could, I do... but I promised Auntie I’d help close the shop, and I’ve got chores...”

“Don’t worry. It’s nothing special,” he said quickly, “just a night of bad wine and questionable decisions. Maybe we can take the skiff out another time. You know, when you’re not dressed like that.”

A gentle smile touched her lips. “I really hope you have a happy birthday, Collin.”

And before he could think, she leaned in and pressed a soft kiss to his jaw.

Then she stepped back, eyes unreadable, and slipped down the road without another word. Her skirt caught the breeze like a secret carried off too soon.

He stood there long after she vanished, one hand half-raised, like the moment was still waiting for a reply.
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Collin lay on his back, cradled by the tall summer grass. The sun had begun its slow descent, casting golden light across the treetops like spilled honey. He marveled, as he often did, at the spectrum of color hidden inside a single beam of sunlight. Though it was already half past nine, the lingering twilight of the solstice stretched the day impossibly long. Cool air moved gently across the meadow, shadows blooming at the forest’s edge.

It had been hours since Dragonfly kissed him in the square, yet the echo of her lips against his jaw still lingered. Her spontaneity often left him spinning, unsure of her intentions, but it never failed to pull him in deeper.

Along the tree line, does began coaxing their fawns into the open, teaching them the tender craft of grazing. One bold doe had led her speckled twins into the open field, but at some unseen disturbance, she bolted back into the woods. Her fawns instinctively dropped low into the tall grass, vanishing like stones into water.

Collin sat up, scanning the treeline. A few heartbeats later, Nic and Uriah rounded the bend in the path. Collin waved before letting himself collapse back into the grass.

The brothers joined him, dropping to the earth with practiced weariness. Nic looked grim—no surprise there.

“Good to see you’re still upright, birthday relic,” Nic said. “You look unreasonably content.”

Collin offered a wry smile but said nothing about Dragonfly. Tonight was about lifting Nic’s spirits, not revisiting his own.

“Look at all the baby deer,” Uriah said, nudging his brother.

“There was a big stag here earlier,” Collin replied. “I watched him chase a fox halfway across the meadow. It was oddly satisfying.”

Nic began rummaging through a basket, pulling out bottles with dramatic flair.

Collin sat up, squinting at the smudged label on one of them: Guaranteed to Make You Kiss Someone Ugly. His unease was immediate.

“What is this stuff?”

“Not ‘stuff.’ This, dear Collin, is the finest libation in Crimisa—crafted by your ever-humble friend.”

Nic popped the cork with a flourish. The fumes alone made Collin’s eyes water.

“I forgot to grab glasses from the house,” Collin said as he suppressed a cough.

“I’ll get some,” Uriah offered hastily, already on his feet and halfway to the house—possibly more out of self-preservation than politeness.

Collin pushed a box of pastries in Nic’s direction. “Clive wasn’t in, but I picked these up. Help yourself.”

Nic glanced at them with the enthusiasm of someone being offered dry leaves. “So,” he said darkly, “What do you think of this whole tariff mess?”

Collin sighed and flopped back into the grass. “I’m dreading autumn. I read the notice, but I still don’t know how my land will be taxed.”

“It’ll be a lot,” Nic muttered, staring out into the darkening meadow. “Our family land in Stargazer Creek alone will ruin us. Not to mention the workshop, the storage shed, my mother’s rug shop... and let’s not forget the privilege of existing.”

“I was finally starting to save from the Nereid season,” Collin muttered. “Now it’s all going to disappear.”

Nic poked at a cake slice without interest. “Are you heading back there this winter?”

Collin didn’t answer right away. The timid doe re-emerged into the clearing, nudging her fawns to their feet. “I hadn’t planned on it,” he said softly. “But with everything going up, I may not have a choice. Nereid or White Wood—it’s the only decent winter work.”

“I doubt I can afford my retreat to the cove this year either,” Nic said, and there was something tight in his voice now. “Uri and I talked about White Wood. Might have to go there if I can’t pick up extra work here. My father’s been cutting back, and things are getting tight.”

Collin glanced over. “Bet you’re relieved now that you didn’t build that house you wanted.”

Nic laughed—dry and sharp. “Oh yes. Dodging emotional ruin and financial collapse? What foresight.”

The bitterness hung there a second too long. Collin winced. He shouldn’t have said anything, but it was too late now. Thankfully, Uriah returned just then with three mugs in hand.

Nic poured the wine with a gleam in his eye. Collin eyed the inky liquid warily. “Is this going to poison me?”

“No promises,” Nic said, grinning too bright. “But you might forget everything that’s bothering you—along with the day of the week.”

Collin sniffed his cup and coughed. He took a cautious sip. It didn’t taste as noxious as it smelled—though that wasn’t saying much.

Nic raised his mug with mock solemnity. “Cheers, gentlemen. To fickle women, ridiculous tithes, and all the unholy nonsense that makes our lives so delightfully tragic.”

Collin took a generous swallow—and immediately regretted it. “Good heavens, Nic. This stuff is strong enough to erase our names from the town records.”

“All the better,” Nic said with a wink.
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The nearly full moon had climbed high, flooding the meadow with a soft silver light that dazzled in Collin’s eyes whenever he looked skyward. The fawns and foxes had long vanished into the shadows, replaced by the more persistent inhabitants of summer dusk—whining insects, unseen but relentless. Still, it was too hot to retreat indoors, and the sticky air clung to his skin like a second shirt.

The boys sprawled in the grass, waistcoats tossed aside and shirts unbuttoned, passing the time with wine, pastries, and that brand of aimless conversation only possible between the intoxicated and the deeply familiar. The talk wandered, as it always did when Nic was around, until it hit that most precarious and perplexing subject: women.

“She kissed me today!” Collin suddenly blurted, slamming his fist into the grass as though justice demanded witnesses.

“How dare she,” Nic gasped, scandalized. “The nerve of that woman!”

Collin sat up, flushed with indignation. “Right? She looks at me like I’m the sun spilling over the horizon, and then kisses me on the jaw. The jaw, Nic! As if I’m a beloved uncle or a retired schoolteacher!”

“That’s it,” Nic declared, stabbing a finger at him. “You need answers. Lay it all out. Ask her point-blank—does she want a friend or a lover? Because, my friend, this lukewarm limbo is robbing you of your sanity and your sleep.”

“And what if she just wants to be friends?”

“Then you thank her for the clarity, mourn the dream, and go find a woman who appreciates the tragic poetry of your soul!”

Collin laughed, the sound tumbling out louder than it should’ve. Nic was already rifling through the bottles, topping off their mugs.

“I did the same thing with Helen,” he continued, voice slurring just slightly around the edges. “Told her straight. If she wants her father’s blessed dowry, fine—she can keep it and I’ll be on my way. But if she wants me, she gets me without the silver and silk. Of course, with these blasted new taxes, that dowry would’ve come in handy.”

Nic raised his mug toward the moon like he was toasting an absent deity. “And you know what else? Why do women need us to say the thing they already know? Helen would ask me, ‘How are you feeling, Nic?’ and if I blink too slowly, she assumes I’m brooding. If I exhale too hard, it’s a crisis. I’m not hiding anything—I’m just breathing!”

“Aww, are you feeling a bit weepy, big brother?” Uriah asked, hiccupping through his grin.

“Shut it, Uri,” Nic barked, though even that was starting to lose its edge.

Collin was laughing so hard it hurt. Or maybe it was the wine. Either way, his ribs ached, and the stars kept shifting in and out of focus above him. “I thought you knew everything about women,” he demanded.

“I did,” Nic replied, his expression dramatically offended. “Or—I thought I did. Turns out, they keep changing the rules.”

“So tell us what you know,” Collin exclaimed. “Bestow your wisdom upon us lowly romantics.”

Nic exhaled like a man asked to explain fire to cavemen. “The problem is, women don’t fall in love with you—they fall in love with an idea of you. And then they spend the next year trying to hammer you into that idea, with varying degrees of success. One wants a knight, the next wants a poet, the third wants a knight who moonlights as a poet who also bakes. But we’re just... us. Flawed. Simple. Occasionally useful.”

“You make it sound like we’re broken furniture,” Collin grumbled.

“I feel like broken furniture—a devastatingly good looking one,” Nic snorted, then drained his mug. “And still, somehow, they fall in love. They fall in love, and then they’re let down when we’re not magic.”

There was a pause as they all stared up at the stars—somewhere between reverence and resignation.

Then Nic added, “Though I will say, no two women are alike. They all... respond differently. They feel different, move different. When you know them—really know them—it’s like drinking a dozen different wines. Some are sharp, some are sweet, some burn on the way down, and some ruin you forever.”

Collin closed his eyes. He tasted her memory again—Dragonfly, lake water on her lips, sun-warm and gone before he could say what he needed to.

“And I’m not just talking about kissing,” Nic added, his grin unmistakably wicked.

“What?” Uriah choked.

Collin nearly spit out his wine. He covered his laughter with another gulp, but the damage was done. Poor Uriah sat blinking like someone had just rewritten the sky.

Apparently, that infamous book they passed around years ago hadn’t quite made it to the younger brother.

Nic, sensing an opportunity, leaned in grandly. “If you ever find yourself in the good graces of a woman,” he said, slow and solemn, “let me give you one great truth.”

“Oh, your generosity is amazing,” Uriah said flatly, rolling his eyes.

“What else are handsome older brothers for?” Nic replied, arms wide.

“What’s the truth?” Collin asked, giggling now.

Nic narrowed his eyes, lowered his voice to a conspiratorial whisper, and declared, “Never underestimate the joy of letting a woman take you for a ride—if you know what I mean.”

Collin burst out laughing. Uriah sputtered, caught somewhere between horror and bewilderment.

“By the stars, Nic!” Uriah cried. “That’s not... that’s not even advice! That’s just... suggestion!”

“It’s a lifestyle,” Nic said proudly, flopping backward into the grass with his mug held aloft.

Collin lay there laughing until the moon blurred above him and his bones felt too heavy to move. It was late, the bugs had gathered in full force, and the wine had made the world soft around the edges. But for a little while, the burdens were lighter, and the laughter was loud enough to echo back from the trees.
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Nic continued to wax philosophical in his own brand of brotherly wisdom—most of which was so indecent or absurd that Collin could barely sit upright for all his laughter. His face burned with embarrassment, but it was too dark and they were too drunk for any of it to matter. Each sentence Nic uttered seemed more outrageous than the last, and soon even Uriah was doubled over, wheezing into the grass.

Collin's sides ached, his head was light, and a small, sobering voice whispered that tomorrow would be long and merciless. But then Nic refilled his cup with unsteady triumph, and Collin silenced that voice the way all good rebels do—with wine labelled Banned in Three Villages.

"You know what we must do?" Nic said suddenly, sitting up like he'd just remembered the location of buried treasure.

Collin tried to blink the stars back into proper alignment. “Please, do enlighten us.”

“It’s time,” Nic declared grandly, “that we get back to business.”

Uriah’s muffled voice floated up from the grass. “What business?”

“The resurgence,” Nic whispered, dramatically and far too loudly.

There was a pause, filled only by the symphony of crickets.

Then, with surprising clarity, Nic continued, “Our flame has been out too long. But this property tax nonsense—this is our spark. We rally the old members, stir up the town. People are angry. That’s our fuel.”

“Someone take away his wine,” Uriah moaned. “You didn’t even like the resurgence when it was active. Now you’re its prophet?”

“No,” Collin said, rolling to his side and raising a hand like a solemn witness. “Nic’s right. It’s time. The time has come. Rebellion is back on the table.”

“Yes!” Nic crowed. “Revival! Revolution!”

“You two are out of your minds,” Uriah muttered.

“It is settled then,” Nic proclaimed, raising his mug like a knight raising a banner. “We shall call a meeting of the membership! We’ll meet at your place, Collin. You always have the best food.”

“I’ll inform Aries when he returns. We’ll need it to be official. Maybe I should write all this down... I doubt my ability to remember anything...”

Nic howled with laughter as Collin lifted his mug in a salute—then promptly dumped its dregs into the grass beside him.

“That patch is never growing back,” Collin snorted with laughter.
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Much later, Collin lay in his bed, gaze fixed on the shadowed ceiling as the sounds of the brothers’ snores drifted through the house in uncoordinated chorus. His mind should have been spinning from wine, but it wasn’t—not anymore. Beneath the haze, something steadier had begun to take hold.

The night in the meadow had started as nonsense. As laughter. But the words had taken root. The rebellion hadn’t died because they’d stopped caring. It had withered under the weight of grief—survival had demanded too much. But now... the tide had shifted. They were no longer just enduring.

He felt it: the weight lifting. The ache softening. His heart—once hollowed out by sorrow—was starting to make room for other things again.

Conviction.

Purpose.

Hope.

Maybe the taxes were the excuse. Or the final straw. Or maybe, he thought as sleep finally began to creep in, they just needed to remember they weren’t powerless.

The fight wasn’t over. It had only paused.

And now—it was beginning again.
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A Tide of Tension
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Collin awoke the next morning with a throbbing headache, a consequence he’d fully anticipated. Given the strength of Nic’s homemade wine—an elixir that truly ought to be outlawed—it was a real miracle he was awake at all.

In the kitchen, someone was noisily rummaging through the cupboards, likely Nic, in search of willow bark. Well, it was a promising sign that neither of the brothers were retching.

When Collin tried to lift his head from the pillow, dizziness swept over him and his stomach twisted in protest. God! Why had he drunk so much? He knew better than to fall under Nic’s influence. He should have poured that wretched wine into the grass. But it was far too late for regrets now. He’d just have to endure the aftermath, and remember, once and for all, never to drink anything Nic offered again.

Collin eventually got out of bed without throwing up. He pulled on a clean shirt and staggered barefoot into the sitting room. Uriah was still curled up in an armchair, and sure enough, Nic was boiling water on the stove.

“Top left cupboard, big green jar,” Collin mumbled as he headed for the front door.
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Outside, the sun was just beginning its climb, though the heat of the previous day still lingered faintly. He pumped water from the well and spent a few minutes freshening up. His eyelids felt bruised, swollen with sleep and something darker. He slapped cold water against his face, again and again—each splash a small violence—but clarity refused to come. The sting lasted seconds, then melted into the sour heat still trapped in his mouth. He gagged once, rinsed, scrubbed at his tongue like it might undo the night. Acid clung to his breath, regret curling somewhere deep in his throat. He drank straight from the bucket, mouthfuls too fast, too greedy, the water sloshing cold in his belly. It settled him, barely. His limbs began to register again, but his mind swam, dull and adrift, chasing thoughts that had already slipped under.

He returned indoors with the ends of his hair dripping down the collar of his shirt. The house was thick with the medicinal scent of boiling willow bark tea. He sat at the table and opened the box of leftover cakes. He mumbled a thanks as Nic poured him a cup of tea.

In the sitting room, Uriah was now upright, though his complexion was a putrid shade of green. His eyes were bloodshot, his jaw clenched, and he looked very much on the verge of vomiting all over Collin’s clean floor.

Nic picked a few biscuits from the box and laid them on a plate. With a steaming cup of tea in hand, he carried breakfast into the sitting room. “Eat this,” he said gruffly, shoving the plate into his brother’s hands and setting the cup on the tea table.

He returned to the kitchen and sat down across from Collin. Before reaching for a biscuit, he downed an entire cup of tea in one go.

No one spoke. In the silence, the ticking of the mantle clock echoed stridently through the house. Collin chewed and swallowed. He drank and cleared his throat. With some solid food in his stomach, the queasiness began to recede.

Across from him, Nic gazed pensively out the window as sunlight crept into the garden. In the sitting room, Uriah let out a pained groan.

“What are your plans today?” Collin asked.

“Work,” Nic grunted through a mouthful. “Need to check a few of my father’s worksites. Since his accident last summer, he can’t stand for hours like he used to.”

“Good thing he has two hardy sons to shoulder the burden.”

Nic grinned wryly—dark hazel eyes drifting toward the sitting room where Uriah had once again curled up in the armchair. “And you?”

Collin shrugged. He poured another cup of tea before answering. “Finish up in the garden, and I’ve got a few loads of laundry left. I work this week, so today’s the last chance to get things done.”

“When does Aries come home from Nereid?”

“Tuesday eve,” Collin said—stifling a yawn.

“Don’t forget to tell him about our plan.”

“What plan?”

Nic stared at him, brows knitting. “What we talked about last night!”

Collin groaned, the back of his head throbbing as though Nic had driven a nail into his skull with that raised voice. Bits and pieces of the night came drifting back in disjointed chunks—there’d been laughing. Grumbling about women. Tariffs... something about a rebellion... “The meeting? I think...”

“Yes,” Nic said, smiling in approval.

Collin rubbed his forehead. “Honestly, Nic... I’m surprised I remember that much. You really need to stop making that wine. You’ll poison yourself one of these days.”

Nic laughed. “I’ve just got more practice than you, Collin. Give it a few more hours—you’ll be fine by midday. And drink plenty of water.”

Nic pushed back from the table with energy. The chair scraping against the floor made Collin wince. “On your feet, Uri! The sun’s waiting to see your sorry face.”

It took Uriah far too long to unfurl himself from the chair. It took even longer for him to wash up. With Nic loudly hurrying him along, the brothers finally got on their way—just ahead of the day’s heat.
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Collin called his class to order. Though the doors were closed, they couldn’t shut out the noise from the town square. The discontent had been simmering since the announcement of the new tariffs, but for days, it had only lingered in hushed whispers exchanged in smoky taverns. Everyone was angry, and there had been talk of protest—but no real action. That changed when a group of farmers from White Wood marched into Chroma.

They’d set up camp on the roads overnight. By morning, they were blocking traffic, urging fellow citizens to speak out. The protest was loud, but peaceful. Guards were soon summoned, though it wasn’t clear how long the stewards would let the farmers remain. Any forced removal might spark real dissent. For now, the guards watched on the fringes, preventing curious villagers from engaging too closely.

All morning, Collin tried to keep his students focused. Autumn exams loomed, but tension from the streets bled into the classroom. His pupils, like himself, were working class. They knew what the new tithe would mean—for their families, for their futures.

At midday, the throng in the square had swelled. When Collin stepped out of the meeting hall, he walked into a tide of tension. Villagers lingered in the streets, no longer pretending to go about their business. The boldness of the White Wood farmers had fanned their silent anger into visible outrage. Whispers had turned into declarations—merchants, renters, housewives, even landlords now spoke openly, adding fuel to the fire.

As Collin threaded through the crowd, he felt their passion like a wave breaking over him. And his own anger rose to meet it. The urgency to revive their cause burned in his chest. Was this how Father had felt? Had the fire of resistance sparked in Jiah the same way, stoked by shared injustice amongst friends and neighbors? But when did words become action? When did frustration become courage?

With the crowd so large, the guards—though watchful—had stopped trying to intervene. They hovered at the edges, and as long as no one gave them cause, the demonstration would continue.

Gravis stood along the roadside, flanked by two other guards. Collin caught his friend’s eye, but there would be no chance to speak. In the crowd, he also spotted Arion’s father. Constantine stood with several of his workers, all of whom would suffer if their employer couldn’t pay their wages.

Nic emerged from a knot of businessmen nearby and dropped a hand on Collin’s shoulder. “If this turns into a riot, remind me to stand behind someone taller.”

Collin chuckled. “Are you here selling pitchforks?”

“No, but I’d make a killing,” Nic snorted. With a meaningful glance, he nodded for Collin to follow. “My mother’s delivering a baby, and the girl she hired is too scared to watch the shop alone.”

“I don’t blame her,” Collin said—just as a deep, rumbling chant rose from the farmers.

“I came to send the girl home and lock up,” Nic explained as they wove their way out of the crowded square. Even the surrounding roads were thick with people.

“I caught Gravis for a moment—told him we’re planning a meeting,” Nic said, his voice low once they were clear of the crowd.

“Oh, good. Aries is headed to Nereid again tomorrow...”

“So soon?”

“Yes, but it gives him a chance to spread the word.”

“Excellent. When’s the meeting?”

“My place in a week.”

Nic gave his shoulder a slap. "Perfect. Couple days to rustle folks up. I’d wager a few White Wood farmers are dying for an excuse to swing something sharper than a hoe."

“Arion’s father—he’ll know who to talk to,”

“Let’s keep it small, at least for now,” Nic murmured as a group of women passed. He smiled at each of them before turning back to Collin. “Nothing screams ‘rebel meeting’ like a crowd traipsing through your door at midnight.”

“Agreed. Our original group, plus a few trusted candidates. But we should probably stay away from the demonstrations in the meantime.”

“Definitely,” Nic said just as another uproar rose from the square. “Before you go—can I ask a favor?”

“Anything.”

Nic’s voice lowered again, his expression shadowing. “I was supposed to tear down Dragonfly’s shed today, but River checked my father into the hospital last night, and I can’t leave his worksites unsupervised.”

“Oh, no. What can I do?”

“Could you handle the shed for me? It shouldn’t take long, unless it decides to fight back.”

“If it does,” Collin said, “I’ll negotiate terms and offer it a dignified retirement.”

“I dropped off tools yesterday—you can use those. Just save what you can. I’ll arrange to have the lumber picked up.”

“I’ll do my best. Wish your father well.”

“I will.” Nic’s smile was tight. "River’s been trying to get him in for weeks. He wouldn’t go—until last night, when he finally said he felt awful. For him to admit that? Might as well have told us to start digging."

Collin’s stomach tightened. He glanced away before saying, “Between River and your mother, your father’s in good hands.”

“Yeah—River’s the only reason I’ve still got my original parts,” Nic said with a chuckle. “Thanks again for the help. I owe you one.”

“Just no more of your wine, please!”

The friends parted. Collin hurried home to drop off his bag and change. He was, in truth, glad for the excuse to visit Dragonfly. He wasn’t sure if she’d be home, but he could start dismantling the shed while he waited. He’d give her the meeting details, of course—but there was more he needed to say. Since the things he’d confessed to Nic, her place in his thoughts had only grown heavier. Whatever stood between them, it couldn’t remain in limbo much longer.
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Dragonfly was elbow-deep in soapsuds when Collin arrived at her clearing.

“Hello there,” she said brightly, wringing out a garment. She wiped her hands on her apron and went to greet him, her steps light with unmistakable glee.

God, her smile. The summer sun had nothing on the light in her eyes. Just standing beside her was enough to send his chest lifting, like it couldn’t remember how to stay still.

“I didn’t expect you to be home,” he said. “I thought you’d be at your aunt’s shop.”

“Someone threw a rock through one of her windows last night, so she decided to keep the shop closed. Can you believe all the commotion? A few other stores on her street were hit this morning too!”

“That’s terrible. Was anything stolen?”

Dragonfly let out a huff. “Nothing. Looks like someone just wanted to vandalize for the sake of it.”

“I wouldn’t be surprised if a few troublemakers are trying to stir something up between the peaceful protesters and the guards,” Collin said with a frown. “There’s always someone who thrives on chaos.”

Dragonfly shrugged and returned to her work. Glancing up from her lashes, she asked, “And what’s brought you to my doorstep?”

“Nic’s dealing with family issues. Asked me to stop by instead.”

She straightened from the washbasin, water dripping from her hands. “Auntie ran into his mother a few days ago—she said it might be Isaac’s heart.”

Collin stepped closer and took her damp hand, the scent of fresh soap and sun-warmed linens clinging to her skin. “Let’s hope for the best—and for his quick recovery.”

She gave a small nod, then gestured toward the shed. “If you’re not in a hurry to leave after... stay. I’ll cook up some venison and vegetables for dinner.”

While Dragonfly returned to her washing, Collin found Nic’s tools and set to work disassembling a perfectly good shed. He tried to speak to her between the hammering and prying, but she was clearly upset by the slow ruin of something she’d worked hard to build. He couldn’t blame her. Every board and nail represented effort, sacrifice, and hard-earned coin. The loss weighed visibly on her, in the stiffness in her shoulders, the cringe each time a timber cracked.
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Several hours later, the shed was gone. Collin had organized the salvaged wood into neat stacks for Nic to evaluate. Dragonfly had finished hanging her washing and was now cooking over an open fire. Something delicious sizzled in the pan.

Collin rinsed the dust from his hands at the well, then wandered over to sit on the broad, flat tree stump. His heart sagged with a quiet glumness as he looked at the bare patch of earth where the shed had once stood.

“Everything’s ready for Nic to pick up,” he said. “I’m sorry you couldn’t keep it. I know how much you sacrificed to have it built.”

Dragonfly gave a stoic shrug, but her eyes betrayed the loss. She dumped a plate of sliced onions into the pan, flinching back from the sudden sizzle.

“It was a very nice shed,” she said. “Did you see the fine shelves Nic installed?”

“I did,” Collin murmured, lying back on the stump and shutting his eyes against the bright summer sky. “The craftsmanship was lovely.”

His stomach grumbled in protest, an audible reminder of the enticing smells drifting through the trees. The wooden spatula scraped the bottom of the iron pan with a low, resonant hum. Overhead, birds chirped energetically, and somewhere off near the house, small creatures rustled through the dry leaves. The warmth of late afternoon made him drowsy. His mind began to drift, lulled by the peaceful melody of forest life.
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Collin stirred when a shadow fell across him. He must’ve dozed off. Without opening his eyes, he inhaled deeply—the scent of herbs and seared meat still lingered. But the sounds of cooking were gone. He blinked, and Dragonfly filled his vision.

She was seated on the stump beside him, bent over as though she’d happened upon a traveler sleeping on the forest path. Her gaze was thoughtful and curious.

This must be a dream...

Dragonfly’s hair spilled over her shoulders, golden strands swaying inches from his face. He smiled—a slow, contented grin—and her eyes shimmered in answer.

She remained perfectly still, as if the forest itself held its breath. 

Collin’s heartbeat picked up. He sensed a change in her, though she hadn’t moved, there was tension charged in the air between them—quieter than a secret, sharper than a glance. He didn’t dare shift. Even blinking felt risky, as if it might scatter whatever had just taken root in the stillness.

She looked at him—not in passing, not as a friend—but fully, intently, as if she were weighing a choice that mattered. He couldn’t read her expression. Not entirely, but her eyes held something soft and searching, and her mouth, her mouth curved, just faintly, like holding a question she was afraid to ask aloud.

His heart did something deeply unhelpful, and his breath caught.

Then, she leaned down, her hair tumbling across his chest as her lips met his.

God—this was a dream!

He sighed and kissed her back, tasting the warmth of her breath, the faint spices of her cooking. Time loosened around him. His heartbeat slowed into a languid and reverent rhythm.

But then—

A sharp, staccato rapping—a woodpecker, hard at work—snapped him from the trance. His heart stuttered.

This wasn’t a dream!

His hands, almost on instinct, tightened around her waist. Before she could react, he rolled her beneath him in one swift motion.

Dragonfly gasped in surprise, but Collin held her there, hovering above her with an intense, searching look. His breath came too fast as he demanded, “What does this mean?”

She looked stunned. Wide-eyed. Unable to look away.

“I... I don’t know,” she whispered.

Collin pulled her upright. Confusion and exhilaration churned like a storm in his chest. He grasped her shoulders, just shy of shaking her. “You have to make up your mind, Dragonfly. What do you mean by kissing me?”

“I... I am...”

But before she could find the words, Collin kissed her again—fierce and full of questions he was too afraid to hear answered. His hands gripped her back, and the desperation in him met the fire in her.

She gave her answer!

She kissed him with wild abandon, her longing pouring out like rain over cracked earth.

The storm inside him broke. The years of waiting, aching, wondering—they all dissolved beneath the heat of her mouth on his and the truth of her desire.

He drank her in like a man starved, the press of her lips flooding him with everything he’d been dying to hear her say. Her breath, quick and warm against his lips. The faint taste of salt on her mouth, like she’d carried the sea to him. His hands found the curve of her back, the rise of her shoulder, memorizing the shape of her as if touch alone could hold her here. Thought fell away—there was only the fierce, aching realism of her wanting him, and the impossible need to never let her go.

When they finally parted, Dragonfly leaned against him as though unburdened. She rested her cheek on his shoulder, and he wrapped her in his arms. For the first time in what felt like ages, his chest no longer throbbed with longing. And in her gaze, there was a new glow: lightness, clarity, peace.

She had stepped out from beneath her fears.

Collin traced a gentle line along her back. “Can I ask you something? Am I still asleep?”

Dragonfly’s smile was quiet and sure. “You look wide awake to me.”

His laugh, unchecked and honest, startled a flock of birds from the nearby trees. “I just needed to be sure.”

She leaned in for another soft kiss. “Now,” she murmured against his lips, “how about the dinner I promised.”

They ate under the trees, but Collin could hardly focus on the food. He was utterly bewitched by her. He’d watched her eat a hundred times—noticed the way she nipped the tips of her fork, the way she lingered over each bite—but now, it was different. She was his. That small reality rewrote the landscape of his heart.

He kissed her when he wanted to. Brushed hair from her cheek when it fell forward. When her skirt pulled tight across her thigh, he gently rested his hand there.

Dragonfly responded in kind—offering him bites of venison from her own fork, rewarding him with soft nuzzles and smiles that curled like silk ribbons around his ribs. Beneath the trees, beside the well, amidst the remnants of what had been torn down, a much greater possibility now had room to take root.
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The sun had begun to set, casting long shadows from the towering North Town trees that stretched across the clearing. At last, the heat of the day slowly receded, leaving a soft golden promise in its place.

Collin lay on his back, one arm pillowing the back of his head. Though the stump was hardly a soft bed, he felt no discomfort. His other hand traced slow, contented paths along Dragonfly’s spine as he let out a sigh that softened all the tightly coiled places in his chest.

For lingering, blissful minutes, she kissed him—light brushes along his jaw, then down the curve of his throat. She seemed to delight in their newfound closeness, and he did too. As her lips explored the contours of his neck and collarbone, he ached to press her onto her back, to kiss her until she gasped beneath him. His hands itched to roam, to finally discover the landscape of her body in full. But he held himself still. There would be time, lots of time.

Dragonfly splayed her fingers across his chest, resting her palm over the steady beat of his heart. “Can I ask you a question?”

The vibration of her voice, low and warm, sent a ripple down his spine. In the heady warmth of summer, with her draped over him, it was tempting to believe he’d slipped into a dream.

“Yes, anything,” he murmured.

She pushed herself up onto one elbow, gazing down at him. “The scholar’s award banquet is coming up soon. I’m performing with The Daughters of Venus. Would you accompany me to the dinner?”

A lock of her hair fell into his face. He caught the silky strand and twisted it around his fingers.

“Yes, of course,” he said, smiling. “But will it still happen, with everything going on?”

Dragonfly shrugged and lowered her head to his chest again, scattering more of her tresses across his skin. “We’ve been practicing nonstop—it would be a shame if they canceled.”

“I’d love to go with you,” Collin said. “I can finally find out if all of Nic’s boasting about the food is true.”

“Lekyi says it is,” she said with a light giggle. “Oh—and he said you can borrow one of his dinner jackets.”

Collin raised an eyebrow. “And how did Lekyi know I’d be needing formalwear?”

She gave him a sheepish glance. “I told him how much I wanted you to come with me. I was too embarrassed to ask you sooner.”

He touched her waist, gently tracing its curve. “You never need to be embarrassed with me.”

She leaned in to kiss him, a featherlight press to his mouth, then his cheek, then the line of his jaw. But before she could tempt his restraint any further, he wrapped his arms around her and rolled her beneath him.

“My turn to ask a question,” he growled, his lips brushing the side of her throat. Her skin was warm and damp from the summer heat, and her scent sparked like lightning across his nerves.

Dragonfly let out a low groan.

Lying above her now, Collin’s longing crested like waves over dunes. Her breath was quick beneath him, her cheeks flushed a rosy hue that deepened down her neck. Would she pull away if he kissed the delicate skin just above her breasts? The thought tempted him, but he forced it aside. For now.

“What are your plans this winter?” he asked. “Are you going to White Wood again?”

Her eyes widened slightly, the rich blue of her irises overtaken by dark pupils. She hesitated, then breathed, “I was considering it.”

Collin glanced at his watch. “We’ve been a couple for about two hours,” he said in a mock-serious tone. “I think it’d be better for our relationship if we actually spent time together.”

Dragonfly laughed—a breathless, lilting sound that set her whole body trembling beneath his. “But aren’t you heading to Nereid this winter?”

He dipped his head, pressing a kiss to the hollow at the base of her throat. He lingered there, breathing her in, but his thoughts were growing unfocused, his body taut with restraint.

With effort, he sat up, raking his fingers through his hair.

In some ways, this beginning part of their love felt harder than the longing had been. When they were friends, his desire for her had lived mostly in his imagination. But now she had freely given him this taste—of her lips, her skin, her affection—and he found himself ravenous.

“I just received a missive from Leif,” Collin said, reaching for his cider. “Rather than taking a winter break, many of his crew are staying on. He’s expecting a flood of applicants and plans to turn most away. He wrote as a courtesy so I could start looking elsewhere.”

Dragonfly sat up and adjusted her dress. The summer fabric clung to her skin in all the places he longed to touch and kiss.

“Are you considering White Wood, then?” she asked.

He finished the warm cider, then slung an arm over her shoulder and pulled her close, nuzzling her brow.

“If you need to go to White Wood, I want to go with you. Although with the influx of workers, finding jobs might be a challenge.”

Dragonfly grew thoughtful. “Now that I have my salary with The Daughters of Venus, I might have enough to cover this year’s tithe—especially without the shed. And I’ve been longing for a proper winter. Snow, not just endless rain and mud. If we stayed, could you manage?”

Collin blinked. He hadn’t expected the swell of joy that bloomed in his chest—not just at her question, but the way she spoke of them.

“Yes. Between Aries and me, I think we’ll be fine. Might even have a bit to spare. It’s finally paying off to have a roommate—two incomes to carry the load.”

“Well then,” she said with a soft smile. “I’ll tell Constantine I won’t be working this winter.”

Collin pulled back slightly, just enough to see her eyes. “Did we just make a plan for the future?”

Dragonfly’s eyes sparkled, her smile warm as firelight. “Looks that way.”
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Collin’s lips found the warm curve of her neck, and the sound she made—low, unguarded—pulled him under. She was here, on his bed, close enough that her heartbeat thudded against his chest. He couldn’t stop; he didn’t want to. He trailed lower, tasting the delicate ridge of her collarbone before drifting to the soft swell below. He hesitated just a breath, then, when Dragonfly didn’t pull back, he pressed his mouth to her skin with aching care. Every touch was a rush, a dizzying climb; he felt as if he was chasing something he’d been starving for, and each kiss only left him hungrier.

These past days together had been a quiet, steady unfurling, each caress, each shared breath weaving them closer, until courage bloomed between them as naturally as spring from the thaw.

Dragonfly’s hands slid under his shirt, fingertips gliding up his back, nails grazing just enough to make his breath catch. The sound she made—low, drawn out—urged him on. He eased the lace collar from her shoulder, the brush of fabric over her skin sending a fever through his veins. His pulse thundered in his ears. Heat pooled under his skin, and every languid stroke of her hands set his heart alight. When her lips parted in a soft gasp, he thought he might come undone, and the moment his mouth closed over the stiff peak of her nipple, a groan tore from his throat.

He lost himself in her—mouth, tongue, hands mapping the shape of her, the taste of her—while she tangled her fingers in his hair and pulled him closer still. She arched beneath him, and he pressed into her, desperate for more, for everything. Somewhere through the haze, she was saying his name, but it reached him faint and far away, like a voice across water. Only the sharp crash from the sitting room broke through, jerking him back to the world he’d almost forgotten existed.

“I think your guests have arrived,” she said breathlessly.

He dragged himself upright, the bed creaking under their weight. Breath still caught in his chest. Her scent clung to him, thick and dizzying. His fingertips burned with the memory of her curves, and the taste of her lingered on his tongue, sweet enough to make him ache.

Dragonfly shifted beside him. Her eyes shimmering with desire. Her hands were trembling as she rearranged the lacing of her chamise.

Collin grasped her hand and pressed her fingers to his lips. Her skin was as hot as his. “Was that alright?”

“Yes”—she pressed her mouth to his in another tantalizing kiss—"I liked it.”

Her words sent another tide of heat rushing through his veins. For a fleeting moment, he considered stepping outside and canceling the resurgence meeting altogether. It took several more breaths before the charge of desire dimmed enough for him to string together coherent words.

“Shall I go out first and send everyone to the meadow? You can slip out when you’re ready.”

Dragonfly nodded, but instead of fixing her blouse, she threw her arms around his shoulders and pulled him back down. Her kiss was deep and urgent, drawing a groan from his throat.

God—she wanted him to cancel the meeting too!

Before his already fraying restraint could truly snap, Collin ended the kiss, and it wasn’t easy. He handed her his comb, his lips lifting at the sight of her enchantingly tousled locks.

They had agreed to keep their relationship private, for now. Though he longed to revel in her affection in the open, there was a sweetness in their secrecy. Their bond felt like a rare gem, meant to be kept between their hearts. Their love had years ahead to thrive beneath the sun, but for this early season, it was a fragile bloom—deserving of the gentle protection only privacy could offer.

Collin pressed his ear to the door. Hadria’s voice filtered in from the yard—distant but unmistakably officious.

Dragonfly remained perched on the bed. He gave her one final, swift kiss before slipping quietly out the door.
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Scattered beyond the fence, pockets of lamplight glowed like oversized fireflies. There was no bonfire tonight—they dared not risk a plume of smoke drawing attention to their gathering.

Collin strode through the yard and into the sprawling meadow. He spotted Aries perched on the fence and quickly joined him.

“This is a good turnout,” Collin said.

“Constantine brought three of his neighbors,” Aries murmured, gesturing discreetly to a trio of farmers in the growing crowd.

Collin scanned the clearing. There were about twenty people gathered already, and more continued to arrive. Amongst the recent arrivals, he recognized several from his time in Nereid, including one of Leif’s deputies. Small groups formed naturally, quiet conversations sparking amongst familiar faces and newcomers alike. There was a palpable sense of unity—of shared purpose.

“Who are those three?” Collin asked, tilting his head toward a cluster of strangers.

“The dark-haired one’s a doctor friend of River’s, Kade is his name. The two stocky brothers own the largest tracts of land in Black Timber Forest.”

Just then, Nic ambled into the meadow, followed by River. Nic’s grin was bright as he greeted them.

“Good evening, gents! Did I miss the good desserts?”

“Right on time,” Aries said. “People are just arriving.”

“How’s your father?” Collin asked.

“Much improved,” Nic replied. “He wanted to join us tonight, but the walk’s still too much for him.”

More figures emerged from the dusk: Lekyi, Gravis, a few shopkeepers, and several townsfolk. In the crowd, Dragonfly was talking to a knot of women from the spinster’s guild.

Collin hadn’t seen her slip out of the house. His eyes lingered, and for a fleeting moment, the taste of her skin flooded his thoughts.

“Well, my friends,” Nic said. “Shall we caucus?”

Collin snapped back to the moment. He hopped down from the fence. “Absolutely.”

“I want you to meet a few of my father’s business partners,” Nic said, leading the way with a flourish.

––––––––
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Collin shook far too many hands, nodding through introductions. Each new face had been invited by someone already inside the circle. Most were eager to act, though a few remained understandably cautious.

“There’s talk of boycotting the tariff altogether,” said a merchant from Greenswood. He stood near the edge of the group, arms crossed and voice carrying. “They can’t throw the entire citizenry in jail.”

A murmur of agreement rippled through the meadow, but Nic let out a short, humorless laugh. “No, just enough of them to make the rest reconsider.”

“It’s impossible to get unanimous agreement,” Nic continued, his tone clipped. “People talk about bravery in bulk, but in the end, fear is a quieter persuader.”

“But if enough people refuse to pay,” Logan chimed in from behind a small knot of shopkeepers, “that gives us leverage to demand change. Fear goes both ways.”

Constantine shook his head. “It’s too risky to count on that many. One weak link, and we all feel it.”

“I must agree,” Collin added, his voice low. He stood with his hands in his pockets, rocking slightly on his heels. “People back out for perfectly valid reasons. Most of us are scraping by. It’s hard to hold a banner with empty hands.”

“And the burden falls on those who follow through,” said a farmer from White Wood. His weatherworn face was tight with
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