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Grove of Falling Stars
Ophelia Varn
On the Skyridge, lights ripen on silverleaf boughs and vows hum like weather. Rowan Vale, a novice keeper with an ear for promises, watches a star-fruit fall early and become a child called Astra. A decree to seize the grove and a hunter’s arrival drive them toward a mythic mountain forge.
ProseHub


    
When Fruit Fell Before Its Time
In the grove that crowned the Skyridge, lights did not burn; they grew. Each star-fruit hung from silverleaf branches with a patient glow, as if the heavens had learned to ripen and rest. Rowan Vale walked the terraces before dawn, letting his fingertips brush bark that hummed with sleeping vows. The grove’s music lived in him; it was how he told weather from omen, season from cycle, and softness from danger. Edda Lorn called it his ear, though the melodies were not heard by flesh alone. They shimmered along bone and breath, a choir of promises kept.
On the morning the cycle faltered, the air felt like a held breath. The horizon wore a bruise of purple as night refused to peel away, and the grove’s chords were a step sharp, like an instrument tuned too tight. Rowan paused beneath a great-spanning tree whose boughs cradled a cluster of small suns. He closed his eyes. Within the lattice of branch and breeze, every fruit sang a single oath: I will fall when the world is ready. It was a vow as old as thunder, woven into the stone beneath his feet, and it had guided keepers for generations.
“Rowan,” Edda called from the upper path, her voice creased with sleep and smoke. She descended with a basket over her arm, gray braid tucked in a coil beneath a shawl stitched with constellations. Edda always moved as if speaking to the grove without words, offering her weight gently to the earth. “You feel it too.”
He nodded. “Something in the pitch. Like a hidden thorn.”
“Storms can do that,” she said, though her eyes lifted to that stubborn bruise along the rim of the world. “Or worse. We will watch and wait. The grove has survived empires, dear heart.”
They tended the morning tasks, checking leaf for rot and bark for frost-bite, coaxing wayward roots back into the soil’s warm veins. From time to time Edda pressed her palm to a trunk and listened with her skin. Rowan followed suit and felt heat pulse back, the kindness of old wood. He tried not to think of the decree whispered in mountain inns: soldiers conscripting harvests, rumors of a new crown for the Regent, one to fix the light at a single sigh of day. Rumors, he told himself, were just that. The grove was protected by law and older things besides.
A hush spread through the branches, like the last calm breath before a shout. A flake of light bobbed in the air before Rowan, loosed from its stem not by season, not by rite, but by something restless and unseen. His heartbeat stumbled. Edda’s basket slid from her arm and thumped the path. “Wait,” she said softly. “Not yet.”
The fruit dropped. It fell before its time.
It landed without splintering, the way a ripe one would, yet it had been months too soon. Light bled along its seams, turning the moss beneath into a shallow sky. Rowan crouched, palms hovering, as the smooth rind trembled and peeled. He thought of hatchlings and prayers and of his ear filling with a high-vault note that made him dizzy with sadness for reasons he could not name.
From the opening rose a figure scarcely taller than his ribs, woven of mist and gleam. The grove’s glow slid along her limbs as if she were a cup made to be filled with starlight. Where eyes should be, tiny constellations flared and settled, uncertain. She looked at Rowan the way the very young look at world and womb alike: entirely newly.
Edda knelt despite the stiffness of her knees. “Child,” she said, both a greeting and a question. “Can you stand?”
The being swayed and caught herself with a hand that left no imprint on the damp leaves. A hum coiled around her—half lull, half keen—and Rowan flinched when the grove answered with a flicker of grief. “Name?” he whispered, and then felt foolish, for such beings were not named by keepers but by the vows that shaped them.
“Do not bind her before she breathes,” Edda warned gently. “Let her declare herself.”
The child’s mouth parted. “I am—” She paused, searching for sound as if it were a path through underbrush. Her gaze lifted to the fruit’s split shell. “Astra,” she said finally, with a certainty that made the name settle like a small moon in Rowan’s chest.
The grove’s chords shifted in relief and then recoiled, discord flashing like lightning behind cloud. Rowan braced a hand on the earth. He had never felt the music splinter this way—like a woven cord pulled across a blade. “Edda,” he said. “Something’s wrong.”
“I hear it,” she answered. Lines of worry dug deeper at the corners of her mouth. “A vow has broken somewhere. Not here. Not among these branches.” She looked beyond the terraces and the mist-lapped cliffs, toward cities that were only rumors from their vantage. “Far, yet close enough to pull on us.”
Astra swayed again, steadying with the kind of dignity that made her seem older and younger in the same breath. She reached toward the split rind, then drew back, as if a chill lifted from it. “It hurts,” she whispered, touching her chest as if to calm a skittering bird.
Rowan wanted to gather her up and carry her into sunlight, to show her the way light painted dew and how to chew a slice of winter pear until sweetness burned his teeth. He wanted to turn to Edda and hear that there was a rule for this, a practice, a rite. But Edda’s silence told him the rule had been written in a tongue they no longer spoke.
A harsh cry knifed the quiet. Rowan looked up to see a gyrfalcon stooping, ribbons affixed to its ankles, a cylinder sealed to its leg. It snapped open its wings and flared to a perfect halt on the post near the gate. The bird’s eye was blank brass—crafted rather than born—and the cylinder bore the crest of the Regent.
Edda approached with the caution one offers a snake in boot leather. She twisted the cap and slid out a thin sheet of hammered bark, inked—no, darkened—with sigils that swarmed if stared at too long. Rowan stood at her shoulder, the grove’s hum clanging against his ribs like a bell shaken by a storm.
By light and decree of Marisel Thane, Regent of the Low and High, it read. All luminous harvests are to be gathered and conveyed to the Citadel at once. Refusal is sedition. Defiance, sacrilege. The grove of Skyridge will present its full store to the bearer of this writ, who bears the authority of the Crown of Dusk to come.
Rowan’s mouth went dry. Rumors given fangs. He lowered his hand to Astra’s, wary and gentle; her fingers were cool as dawn shadow. “Crown of Dusk,” he repeated, bleakly tasting the phrase as if he could spit it out afterward.
“Old folly in new dress,” Edda said, but the way her thumb rubbed the bark’s edge betrayed a tremor. “A crown to arrest the day, to still the swing from grief to gladness and back. To fix all hearts at one hour out of fear that the next will hurt. The Regent’s father dreamed of it and failed. The Regent has iron in her patience.”
“The grove is protected,” Rowan said, though even as he spoke he remembered fires in distant valleys and the way refugees’ faces went pale at the mention of riders bearing dusk-pennons.
“By laws written before this Regent was born,” Edda answered, folding the writ with care that was not respect. “And by vows older than laws. But vows, too, can be twisted if unkept.” She looked at Astra the way one looks at a candle carried through wind. “We will not hand her over. Nor any fruit. We will answer, but not with obedience.”
The brass-eyed bird clicked and lifted, as if relieved to flee the weight of its own message. It climbed the chill currents, became a fleck, and was gone. The hush it left behind was not emptiness; it was a gathering.
They set to shoring the terraces as if preparing for a storm of rain. Edda sent Rowan to uncoil the wind-chimes of spun glass whose harmonies soothed tempests. He laid them along the path and asked the trees to sing through them if the wind turned savage. Astra followed him with the attentive solemnity of the unlearned eager to learn. Every sound seemed new to her; she paused to study the scrape of beetle on bark, the velvet hush of a moth’s wing, the thin scratch of Rowan’s boot against stone.
“What is the Sky Anvil?” she asked at last, stumbling over the name as if it were a mountain in her mouth.
“A place where choices harden,” Rowan said, surprised at his own answer. His tutor had told him stories as a child, of a crater where auroras fell like molten metal and were hammered by thunder into stars again. It was myth the way bread is myth—so old it becomes true when you’re hungry enough.
“Would it mend what is wrong?” Astra’s eyes were bright and steady on his.
He wanted to promise. He did not. “Maybe. It is far, child.”
Edda fetched ash-oil to notch the door bars and sharpened the pruning hooks that could, in need, cut more than branch. She chewed dried pear and did not offer any, a sure sign he should eat now or forget eating later. Rowan swallowed a strip that stuck to his tongue and tried to pretend his hands were not trembling. “They may come,” Edda said, as if names might shift the balance. “They may ask politely. They may come as storm. To both, the answer is the same.”
A wind rose that smelled less of rain than of iron and wool, of hooves and sweat and the sudden mean energy that follows a trumpet’s call. The grove’s chords went taut, plucked by forces outside Rowan’s ken. He looked beyond the last ring of trees to the ridge road. Mists parted in careful, deliberate breaths. Dark shapes took form.
They did not look like men at first. They came as constructions of weather given intent: antlered silhouettes assembled from snarl and sparks, their joints muttering with static. Where their eyes should be, the air was wrong, a shimmer that made the world behind it waver. Behind them rode men and women in storm-dyed cloaks, and among them a figure with a gait both predatory and weary, his hair a burnt-iron stain against the grayness. He wore no crown, only an oath upon his brow that Rowan felt as a pressure in his ear. It hummed a single note of duty honed to a needle.
“Vare Sorn,” Edda said, as if tasting a memory with dust on it. “The Regent’s hunter.”
The constructs paused at the grove’s threshold, puzzled by the living border. Rowan had grown that hedge with Edda over years, weaving young trees with vine until the roots shared sap and warning. The first of the storm-born pressed a palm of wind and grit to the woven trunks and hissed. Leaves shivered. The border held.
Vare Sorn dismounted with an economy that suggested old injuries. He walked forward alone, hands open at his sides, eyes fixed not on Rowan or Edda but on Astra, and in that gaze Rowan felt hunger wrapped in pity. “Keeper Edda Lorn,” he said, voice low as gravel in a riverbed. “The Regent requires your harvest. The Crown of Dusk will shelter the people of the Low and High. You will not be forgotten.”
“We have no wish to be remembered by tyranny,” Edda replied, and her tone was the one she used to scold Rowan, which made it sound almost like love. “You are a boy raised into a hunter’s shape, Vare Sorn. You know the harm you serve.”
He did not flinch, though something in his jaw tightened. “I know the winter we ride toward. Your grove can buy time.”
Astra took a small step backward, sheltering close to Rowan’s leg. “Why does he talk as if I am a sum to be counted?” she asked, as if Vare could not hear.
“Because he has been taught to tally light as if it were grain,” Edda said. “He is not the worst sent here. He is simply the first.” She lifted her chin. “We refuse.”
Vare’s gaze flicked to the constructs as if calculating how many blows the hedge might suffer before it failed. “You believe your holm-oak and your songs will hold?”
“We know our vows will,” Edda answered. “And that yours is cutting you like wire.”
If the line stung him, he hid it. He signaled with two fingers. The storm-born surged, pressing harder at the living border. Lightning snapped, soldering air to leaf in bright seams. Rowan felt the grove’s music sheer. He reached for it, the way Edda had taught him, and sang under his breath a note of softening. The trunks flexed, drank, and gave, distributing force through a hundred roots. The border bowed but did not break.
Something whistled and bit into bark inches from Edda’s ear. A hooked iron lodged and sizzled. Smoke billowed. A second followed, then a third, striking where the first dented. The storm-born needed only patience where the soldiers had precision. The hedge would not hold for long.
Rowan’s feet moved before his fear finished forming. He snatched a pruning hook and slashed at a storm-made wrist. It parted with a hiss; the severed hand unraveled into rain that stung his cheeks. Another construct lunged. He ducked and the hook's blade bit wind that felt like muscle. He wanted to think of technique, of training, of Edda’s measured corrections, but the grove’s music was a roar in his blood and his body chose for him.
Edda stood at the gate as if her spine were a spear. She thrust a carved staff into the ground and murmured a request, not a command. The earth heaved beneath the first rank of soldiers, spilling them to their knees. “You are not welcome,” she said, and because she had tended this ground for more years than some of those soldiers had breathed, the grove obeyed.
Vare came through the tilt and crush with the stillness of a man who had learned to move while others fell. He vaulted the shallow ditch, landed light, and in that moment Rowan saw that the hunter favored his left side; an old wound pulled at his right muscle. It was the sort of notice that would have pleased Edda under gentler circumstances. Rowan had no time to treasure it.
“Stop,” Vare said, but it was not a request to spare himself. His eyes were on Astra, and all his training knotted into one necessity: acquire the prize, do not break it.
“Then leave,” Edda told him. “And take your storm with you.” She did not see the archer behind the third construct, half-hidden by a curtain of sparks. Rowan saw. He lunged, but the bowstring sang before his legs could answer. The shaft punched through Edda’s shawl and drove her a step backward against the staff.
The grove screamed. The scream was not sound but a tearing in the music that made Rowan’s teeth ache. Edda’s breath hitched, and she plucked the arrow free with a quick motion. Blood welled, bright as berry syrup. She did not look at it. “Rowan,” she said, in a voice he had last heard when he was fevered and small. “Take the child. Go.”
“I won’t leave you,” he said, as reflex and religion.
“You will,” she corrected, and her eyes went fierce the way the sky does just before a storm breaks. “Because you will not trade her life for my old bones. West to the ridge road. If you can reach the Sky Anvil’s path before sunset, the auroras might hide you.” Her mouth tightened. “He cannot rightly cross that brink without oath-cost he may not be willing to pay.”
More hooks smacked the hedge. Smoke rolled and stung. The Hunter lifted a hand to signal advance. Rowan grabbed Astra’s hand. It was like holding the edge of a waterfall that had consented, briefly, to be held.
They ran. Rowan did not remember choosing a line through the grove; his feet had been shown every route since he was able to stand. He went between the elder trees who had fed him pears when he lost his baby teeth, between terraces he and Edda had rebuilt after storms, past the stones where oath-signs were carved so lightly they looked like wind ripples. The border on the western side yielded to his touch and closed after them like a mouth.
Behind, the constructs thrashed, confused by roots that moved and rocks that sighed and shifted. A shout cut across the crash of branches. Rowan did not turn to see if it was Vare’s voice. He had seen a hawk dive, and he knew when turning your head meant you became the pigeon’s mistake.
The ridge road dropped away from the grove in a series of scrimshawed ledges. Clouds combed the cliff faces, leaving moisture on Rowan’s skin that tasted faintly of copper. The world below was a grayscale wash of valley and reed-marsh, of farm smoke rising like questions that did not expect answers. Astra glanced backward once, as if her new-made bones ached with the desire to go back to the place that had sung her into shape. “Edda?”
“She stands,” Rowan said, because a lie that kept feet moving was kinder than a truth that froze them. “She always stands.”
A stone cracked under his heel. He slipped, caught himself, kept going. They took the goat path that hunters avoided because it refused to be a path. Thornbushes grabbed at sleeves and hair, leaving faint scratches on Astra’s luminous skin that faded as quickly as dew. A horn sounded behind them—long and flat—and the storm-born answered with the dry rattle of branches tossed in wind. Somewhere a rock-slide groaned, and for a panic-bright heartbeat Rowan imagined the mountain shrugging them off like fleas.
“Why is the day not moving?” Astra asked. The sky’s bruise had widened, a purple band circling the world’s rim. Shadows lay as if nailed.
“Because someone wants to hold the sun the way a miser holds coin,” Rowan said between breaths. “And because an old vow is failing to hold against that hunger.”
“What vow?”
“The one that says light should tilt and fall, and all should rise and fall with it.” He glanced at her. “I know that sounds like nonsense dressed as wisdom. Keep running.”
They crossed a rickety spillway where water once ran to churn a mill wheel that no longer turned. Rowan paused only long enough to knock out the braces behind them. The spillway groaned and sagged, leaving a bite in the path that would slow even a hunter who knew how to fly.
By late afternoon—the word felt wrong when the day refused to retreat—Rowan and Astra had reached a shelf where wind piled gravel in delicate ridges. The Skyridge rose behind them like a fleet of stone ships. The air smelled of cold metal and pine sap; it burned clean in Rowan’s lungs and made his head feel full of bells. Astra watched the sky with a hunger that made Rowan ache. She lifted her hands, and light slid down along her wrists as if eager to be molded.
“We can’t rest long,” he said, crouching to listen to the ground. Sometimes, if a pursuer stepped hard, you could feel their intent through soil that remembered weight. He felt a disturbance like a skipped beat. He could not tell if it was horse or storm.
Astra tilted her head. “You listen to everything.”
“It’s how I am built,” he said, trying a grin. “Edda says I was born with a bell in my skull.” He sobered. “When we stop, we’ll eat. There’s dried spice-pear and oat cake. You…do you eat?” He realized he had no idea what nourished a being woven of fallen light.
“I want,” Astra said, as if want were a kind of food. She touched a shard of mica in the gravel and smiled when it sang a small pure tone against her palm. “It is all new. It hurts and is sweet. Edda tried to wrap me in a shawl.”
“She wraps everyone until they swear they are warm,” Rowan said, and then blinked away the heat behind his eyes. He looked back along the path. A smear of motion moved against the grain of rock and wind. He pressed Astra behind a boulder and peered.
A single rider detached from the mist, leading his horse rather than mounted, as if to save the beast for pursuits later. Vare Sorn walked in that unshowy way of men who learned grace at the price of scars. He paused where the spillway had broken and considered, measuring, not with frustration but with an artisan’s focus. Then he chose the longer route that swung beneath the shelf.
Rowan’s heart thumped so hard it seemed sure to thud against stone. He leaned close to Astra. “When I say the word, we go east along the bristlecone line. There’s a gulch that feeds into the Anvil’s first escarpment.”
“What is the word?” she asked, and despite fear he almost laughed. Children broke the gravity of a moment without even meaning to.
“The word is now.” He took her hand. They slipped along the ridge as Vare went below. Wind pushed at them with invisible hands. The face of the Anvillands rose ahead, a black bowl of mountain that made the sky seem to pour toward it. The sight steadied and terrified him in equal measure.
Night might have been coming; it might have been retreating. The bruise around the world deepened, while the strip of day polished itself to a hard, inflexible shine. Rowan and Astra reached the gulch he’d promised, a raw slice in the earth where runoff had chewed a stair of stone. Rowan eased in first, then helped Astra, feeling care and urgency wage war in his muscles.
Below, Vare altered course. He was too canny to be shaken by a simple choice of left or right. He had seen their footprints in the gravel; he would trust the ground because it had rarely betrayed him. Rowan swore softly into his sleeve and kept moving. He did not look back when a small owl ghosted overhead, riding a current as if it belonged to it, which it did. He did not look back when a pebble bounced twice and fell into silence that might have meant depth.
The gulch opened into a basin cradled by pines. The trees were old in a way that made time feel like a game mortals played between their roots. The air here was thin and electric, filled with the feeling of a storm that considered but had not yet committed. Rowan let Astra drink from a trickle that tasted faintly of iron and petals. He broke oat cake and pressed a piece to her palm. Light leaked into the bread and made it glow softly, as if grateful.
“Thank you,” she said, solemn as prayer. She ate the bread and seemed surprised that it did not pass through her. “I can be heavier,” she whispered, almost to herself. “I can be more.”
“You are enough as you are,” Rowan said, and meant it fiercely, which surprised him. He had not thought of himself as fierce.
A sound found them. It was not a shout and not a footstep. It was the shape of intent moving through distance. Vare had reached the rim of the basin. Rowan stood, every muscle pleading for stillness and every lesson Edda had ever given him insisting that stillness in the wrong moment was the posture of prey.
He bent and drew with a finger in the dust at the base of a pine. The mark he made was not a spell so much as a petition. He asked the tree to remember what it had withstood: droughts and size of wind, winters that bit, summers that baked. He asked it to share some of its ancient preference for life with the two new lives beneath it.
Pine scent thickened. The needles sang a note like a flute. The shadow the tree cast lengthened past reason and wrapped the basin in a veil that was not darkness but an agreement to be unseen. Vare stepped into the basin and paused, a hound losing a scent. He tilted his head as if listening for the very thing Rowan listened for. His hand went to the hilt at his side and then fell away. He respected silence the way a smith respects fire.
He did not find them. Not yet. He circled once and then twice, then moved on, trusting that hunger would bring his quarry downhill later. Hunger almost always did.
Rowan did not let the veil fall until the wind told him Vare had gone a hundred paces and more. Even then he waited. Then he breathed and his legs trembled and he laughed once, soundless. He was suddenly so tired that his bones felt like roasted twigs. Astra touched his sleeve and looked past him to the sky, which above the Anvillands had caught and held a curtain of light—the first touch of aurora, sun-caught metal poured thin across the dome and hammered by something older than kings.
“Edda would say we should not sleep under a sky that’s working,” Rowan murmured. “But I think I have never wanted a night the way I want this one.” He spread Edda’s shawl on the needles and helped Astra fold herself into its warmth. The fabric smelled of pear and ash and a faint trace of rosemary.
A small insect with wings like painted glass drifted down, pulse-luminous. It hovered at Rowan’s cheek, and without thinking he offered it his palm. It settled, and the grove’s hum rose in his bones, sudden and intimate, as if Edda had put her hand over his on a tool and guided him through the cut.
“Rowan,” said Edda’s voice from the little creature’s body, thin as frost. “If you can hear me, then I still stand long enough to call you. Listen, child. The break we felt—do you know whose it is?”
He swallowed against a throat gone tight. “No.”
“The Regent’s,” Edda said. He could hear her exhale and could imagine the blood on her shawl. “Marisel Thane vowed after her son died that she would never grieve again. She made a promise to a void, and voids are greedy. That vow has gnawed at the cycle for years. It is eating now. It wants to freeze the fall of light and the rise of morning because in stillness she can pretend pain does not move. She is very strong. Her refusal ripples out and sickens the fruit.”
Astra sat up, eyes wide, as if a wind had moved through her. “She made me wrong?” she asked, not accusing. Altogether bewildered.
“No,” Edda said, tenderly savage. “She made the world hurt around you. You, little one, are exactly as you should be.” Her voice faltered and steadied. “Rowan, you must go to the Anvil. The only mending left to us lives there. Do not try to fix the cycle by yourself. Do not try to fix me. I am loved. That is enough.”
The insect’s wings shivered. “The hunter…he is not a brute. He will cut his leash when he must. Give him a reason that feels like a choice.” The light inside the insect dimmed. “Go,” Edda whispered. “I’m holding as long as I can.” The creature lifted and drifted away, carrying the ghost of her warmth.
Rowan pressed the heel of his hand to his eyes until stars swam behind his lids. He wanted to run back up the ridge and tear the writ to confetti and bury Edda in blankets and pears and laughter. He wanted to stand in the gate and tell the storm to come and see what would happen to it. Instead, he breathed until the want was a coal rather than a blaze. He owed the world more than his hunger to save the one person who had saved him.
He looked at Astra. The child watched the aurora with a look Rowan recognized because it was his own when Edda had first brought him to the grove: wonder braided with terror and something like reverence that didn’t yet have a home. “The broken vow belongs to the Regent,” he said. Speaking it made it heavier and clearer, like water condensing to a bead on a leaf. “Her refusal is poisoning the sky.”
Astra nodded gravely, as if she had learned something about gravity itself. “We will unpoison it,” she said, so simply that Rowan smiled despite the fear snapping at his heels. He did not tell her that unpoisoning was the work of a lifetime and that their world liked to make lifetimes into tests.
“Tomorrow,” he said, and the word felt brave and foolish. “We climb for the Anvil. We will ask it to show us how to mend a vow we do not own.” He rolled his shoulders beneath his shirt. He could feel the grove all the way down the mountain, a hum like a heartbeat that had slowed but not failed. Somewhere within that rhythm, Edda kept her feet. He knew it because the music told him so.
Wind braided the pines. The aurora brightened, pouring color into air that felt stretched almost to breaking. Rowan loosened his grip on the world enough to sleep for an hour. Astra sat wakeful beside him, an unafraid star learning what it meant to be bounded by bark and cloth and care.
Far off, down along the road that curled toward the Citadel, a procession moved slowly: wagons, tattered banners, people whose faces had been taught by hunger to expect less and less. They did not know a crown was being forged that would ask them to stop learning to bear pain by moving through it. They did not know a boy and a newborn star were climbing toward a bowl in the mountain where choices hammered themselves into shapes. They did not know Vare Sorn looked up at the same light and found it beautiful despite his orders.
Rowan slept, knowing he would wake to running. The sky held its bruise. The grove’s heart beat on. And overhead, the aurora flowed toward the Anvil like a river of molten choosing, promising nothing and everything except stillness.

    
Road of Resonance
Morning did not so much arrive as gather itself, reluctant and bruised. The aurora still poured from the horizon toward the black bowl of the Anvillands, and the strip of daylight had the brittle sheen of glass. Rowan woke to the sting of cold on his cheeks and the creak of boughs above, heart braced at once for running. Astra sat wrapped in Edda’s shawl, watching the sky as if memorizing its moods. Her skin held light like a candle half-shielded by a hand. He caught the look on her face and felt protective anger move through him like a tide—anger at the Regent, at a vow twisted so hard it distorted the hour into ache.
“We move now,” he said softly. “The path we need is a road without stones—made not by feet but by promises. It runs where the mountain remembers.” He folded the shawl and tucked it under his arm, surprised by how much of Edda’s smell still clung to it: pear, ash, a sprig of rosemary pressed into old wool.
Astra nodded, serious as ever. “You hear roads.”
“I hear their reasons,” he said with a crooked smile, then steadied. “This road is called the Road of Resonance. It’s an old run of vows, a place where spoken oaths and silent ones lay down like layers of grain in wood. It sings when you are true to it, and it turns slippery when you lie, even to yourself. It will try to show us things we think we want.”
“Why would a road do that?”
“Because it was made by people who wanted, and their wanting is baked into the stone. Want is not evil, little star. It’s just loud.” He slung the small satchel that held oat cake, a knife, flint, and the last of their dried fruit. He had packed it and repacked it through the night as if arrangement could make enough from less.
They climbed out of the basin, keeping the pines to their backs and the aurora at their left so the road’s murmuring stayed balanced in Rowan’s ear. He stepped where the air seemed to thicken into quiet, testing with the heel of his hand pressed to the ground for that hum which meant a path would bear weight. The basin fell away. Wind picked at their clothes with curious fingers. Far below, a rider became a dot and then a memory. He swallowed. “He will not stop,” he said without naming Vare. “He is made for not stopping.”
“Are you?” Astra asked.
“For stopping? Or for not?” He considered. “I am made to keep going until I hear the note that says I may rest. Edda taught me that rest is a vow too.”
They came upon the first field by noon—a word that had lost meaning under a half-anchored sky. Spires of crystal pushed from the scree like a frozen choir mid-song, pale blue and smoke-white and a green so faint Rowan tasted rain when he looked at it. Every gust ran fingers along them and made a thousand thin tones that braided themselves into something almost like language. The air here was too clean, as if scrubbed, and the light stitched itself through the spires in seams that moved when Rowan shifted his stance.
“Touch nothing sharp,” he warned, remembering stories of fingers sliced by music. “And if you hear someone you love call your name, do not answer unless you can see their mouth move and know the story of how that mouth learned to say your name.”
Astra’s eyes widened. “Has this place stolen names?”
“It has borrowed them and never returned them properly.” He put his palm to the ground. The resonance rising here was not a single line but a scatter—layers of people’s promises refracted, some sweet, some rancid. “This is where vows come to rehearse. Where they practice being louder than fear.”
He took the lead, picking a route between spires so that each one watched his shoulder with a glint and fell behind. The tones swelled. He heard laughter he had never laughed, the cluck of a tongue he recognized from years ago, and then—clean as river water over stone—Edda’s voice saying, “You’ve done enough, come home, bring her back to me.” His knees went wobbly. He stopped, pressed both hands to his ears, and whispered a counter-plea: “We are going forward.”
Astra stopped too. “I hear…a room with warm air. A bowl of sugared pears. A song with a rise and fall like breathing. Someone is saying, ‘Astra, darling, sleep now.’” She blinked and shook her head. “But I do not know that room.”
“It is a picture painted with your longing,” Rowan said, though his throat tightened around the tenderness in it. “Keep your eyes on the dull stones, not the shining ones. Step where I step.”
They wove through a colonnade of spires. On Rowan’s left, a crystal tall as a soldier flashed, and he saw himself small and fevered, Edda’s hand cool on his brow. He stopped, breath hitching. In that sliver of glance, he remembered a lull…no, a hum Edda used to use to settle storms in his bones. He swore softly and moved on, refusing every invitation. The spires grew closer, the clamor hotter. The path narrowed to a tight throat and then spat them into wind again. The tones fell away like a tide leaving wet stone.
Astra exhaled, a long shiver leaving her shoulders. “It wanted me to be cradled.”
“It wanted you to be still,” Rowan said. “Stillness is rest when chosen. When enforced, it is a kind of prison.”
Past the crystal field came the pines, a stand so old the bark had grown scales. Rowan had been told the grove up on Skyridge sang, but these trees sang in another way: in layers, in chords with gaps wide enough to walk through if you could keep a steady pitch. He raised his voice and offered a note he knew by heart, one that had soothed storms at the grove. The pines considered him and then shifted their muttering to make room for his tone. A corridor opened between trunks, soft as breath.
“It is like asking a crowd to part,” Astra whispered.
“It is exactly that.” He used hand signs Edda had taught him: thanks, passage, no harm. They moved. The path was a carpet of brown needles that swallowed footfalls and returned them as warmth through the soles. In the layered song, Rowan heard stories: a mother promising to keep a child fed through winter, a woman swearing to stay sober until the river thawed, a miner vowing to go back for a friend. Some of the stories brightened into chords. Others frayed, ready to snap.
“Why do some vows unravel?” Astra asked, quiet as wind.
“Because people are not machines,” Rowan said. “Because fear, hunger, and loneliness are shrewd. Because sometimes we promise beyond our true reach. Or because the world is cruel, and no one can fix that alone.” He winced. “And sometimes because the promise was wrong to make.”
A shape moved ahead—man-tall, antlered, and made not of storm this time but of the forest’s own failed speech. It staggered, burdened with the weight of a broken oath, a shadow where a heart should have been. Rowan gentled his voice. “We are passing. We mean no harm.”
The thing’s head tilted as if trying to place him along an old melody. Astra raised her hand and let a tiny brightness dance there, soft as dawn through fog. The thing shuddered and stepped aside with a crackle like ice breaking. They slid past. Rowan did not look back because looking back was an invitation.
At the far edge, the pines thinned, revealing a ravine scored into the mountain’s flank. A bridge spanned it—a ribcage of stone laid by patient frost and time. Rowan bared his teeth at it in a grin that had no humor. “This is where the road listens back.”
The bridge shone with a pearly dampness as the frozen light that clung to it caught the aurora’s spill. Underfoot, the stone seemed to ring in a way Rowan felt more than heard, as if each step asked a question and each heel took the answer down into the bone. At the midpoint stood a low arch like a gate with no door. On its face, someone had carved a simple sign: Speak true.
“What do we say?” Astra asked.
“What only we can.” He swallowed. “This bridge was set here to keep liars on the far side where their lies were made. It will not bear what we cannot bear in ourselves.”
He placed a palm on the arch. “My truth: I want to turn around, carry Astra back to Edda, and pretend the world can be fixed within the ring of our trees. I want to be small and good at only one thing. I am afraid that if I try to be larger, I will be clumsy and break what I love.” The stone cooled under his hand, then warmed as if approving fear named.
Astra stepped forward, tiny chin set in a line that would someday be a stubborn woman’s. “My truth: I do not know what I am for. I wish to belong. I am afraid that I only exist because something is wrong, and if it is mended, I will stop.” The arch trembled with a sympathetic ache, then steadied, granting the weight of her words a place to stand.
They crossed, feet careful. The ravine below gathered a slow-coming wind into a low moan. On the other side, Rowan exhaled shakily and laughed without mirth. “Good. Now we simply must not lie again ever.”
A figure separated from a rock outcrop ahead and straightened, dust sloughing from cloak and hair. Vare Sorn had arrived by a steeper, crueler path and waited where the road widened into a shelf. He stood with hands empty, blade still sheathed, his eyes trained not on Rowan but on Astra, as if she were a flame he both wanted and feared to cup with his hands.
“Keeper,” he said in an even voice that refused triumph. “Child.”
Rowan’s shoulders tightened. “Hunter.”
Vare’s mouth quirked with something that wasn’t quite a smile. “I have no desire to bleed you on this shelf. Nor to crack the bridge while we wrestle over it. The road ahead forks and reweaves; I know its angles. If we travel together, we all live to reach the next turn. If we don’t, I’m not the only hound behind you.”
Rowan let silence stretch until it felt like a taut rope. The wind tugged at Vare’s cloak and revealed a harness of leather beneath, patched and re-patched with a meticulous hand. The man smelled of iron, horse, and a pine tar used to seal wounds, both wood’s and flesh’s. He was not a monster. He was a man inside a shape made by a vow he had chosen and that had, in turn, chosen him.
“You expect me to believe you will walk beside us to the Anvil and then bow out?” Rowan asked.
“I expect you to believe I want the Anvil reached,” Vare said simply. “I must see whether it can mend what is harming the hour. I have a village downhill that the creeping dusk is squeezing like a vise. If the day fixes at the wrong sliver, frost never lifts and children’s lungs fill with wet. If it fixes at the wrong shine, crops wilt as if scalded. I would rather not choose which way they starve.” His jaw flexed. “I am bound to the Regent, but I am not bound to stupidity.”
Astra studied him with frank attention. “You speak of children as if they are a rope tied to your heart.”
“They are,” Vare said, and the answer fell out without his usual guard. He seemed to startle at himself, then face it as he faced every weather: squarely. “I was a boy starving when a patrol brought me to a storehouse that did not lock me out. I paid for that mercy with my arm in a sling and my name on a paper. It has kept my village from drafts for years. It has also made me a tool. Both can be true.”
Rowan rubbed his thumb against the edge of Edda’s shawl and wished he could ask her which path of two bad ones she’d pick. He looked at Astra. Her eyes held compassion and something glittering like curiosity’s blade. “We move faster with him,” Rowan said, not as a question.
Astra nodded. “And we watch his hands.”
Vare inclined his head as if they had given him a gift he’d trained himself not to hope for. “Fair.” He reached into a pouch and drew out a sliver of smoked glass strung on a cord. “For the child’s wrist. It will blur her glow to distant eyes.” He paused, meeting Rowan’s gaze. “You may set it. I won’t touch her without permission.”
Rowan’s lip wanted to curl. He kept it straight. He took the charm, tested it against his own skin, and felt nothing but a mild chill. He bound it around Astra’s wrist. Light folded over the sliver and dulled, leaving her brightness like a fire seen through fog. He hated that it worked.
They moved as three: a reluctant knot tied by need. Vare led them off the main shelf onto a goat line that stepped along a cliff face where wind made a steady hand mandatory. He spoke little. When he did, it was to point out where shale went treacherous, where the snowmelt undercut the outward lip, where a bristlecone had roots like a wise person’s patience. Rowan kept Astra between them. He found that what grated most was not Vare’s competence but how carefully the hunter spent it—never showing off, never saving a hand’s breadth that might buy someone else a breath.
“Your village,” Rowan said when the path widened and the wind relented. “Where?”
“Bracken Hollow,” Vare answered. “A fold in the land east of the reed-marsh. We trap, we mend, we trade stew for news. This past winter, the light stalled at a length that rotted meat on the hook. Two babies drowned without water; their lungs filled with wet that did not warm. My sister’s boy would be a child walking this spring. He is ash under willow instead.” He did not look at Rowan as he spoke. The facts came like nails tapped into wood—firm, even.
Astra walked beside him, matching his pace. “And you still hunt for the Regent after that?”
“I hunt because if I stop, Bracken Hollow gets fewer sacks of grain and more visits from men who collect. I hunt because I cannot feed the Hollow by standing on a ridge and cursing a crown I cannot reach.” He cut Rowan a glance. “Do not mistake duty for reverence. The Regent is not a god. She is a woman who made a promise so loud it warped the hour.”
Rowan’s breath came sharper than he meant. “You know of her vow.”
“I deliver messages on roads where words leak from seams. A man with my work hears things.” Vare stopped at a drip where ice had formed a ribbed curtain and let Astra drink. He rummaged and offered a strip of smoked fish to Rowan, then another to Astra out of habit before catching himself. He tucked the second piece away and instead handed her a wedge of honeyed oat cake. “For heaviness,” he said. “You said you can be more. Food teaches how.”
They ate with wind for company. The aurora grew brighter, like a river squeezing into rapids. Rowan noticed Vare’s right arm drag at the shoulder on climbs; an old injury spoke there with the steady pain-language of weathered bone. He catalogued it not to make a weapon of it, but because a keeper notices, the way the grove notices a single torn leaf.
Near night—that false, halted half-night—the Road of Resonance braided into a dell that held its song tight as if it feared someone would steal the last of it. Rocks here were squared by hand and laid in walls that had toppled long ago, their original builders off to cities or the grave. A spring rose from under a slab and pooled in a bowl shallow enough to cup. The water tasted of iron and mint and the animal breath of the mountain.
“Camp here,” Vare said, with a look to Rowan that was more request than order. “No smoke. No fire. There are other hunters with noses for both. I’ll set wires on the east. You on west?”
Rowan nodded. He set snare bells made from browned vine, a trick from Edda that turned a breath of wind into a signal. Astra crouched by the spring, cupping water and laughing as the surface formed perfect, trembling domes in her palms. Her delight made Rowan’s chest ache and loosen at once.
Vare returned with a handful of berries the birds had missed and three narrow mushrooms he swore would not spin their heads. “I’ll brew a bitter,” he said, making a face that both men shared without agreement. “It keeps the mind from drifting when the Road presses on old wounds.” He lit a twig at the spring’s edge with a sparkstone, not a blaze, only a soft heat to coax flavor from fungal flesh.
In the snug dark, the Road began its work. Rowan lay with his head on Edda’s shawl and heard a thousand small promises rustle in the grass: I will be kind tomorrow; I’ll fix the fence before rain; I will not drink until I forget your eyes; I will come home before winter. Some were kept and turned into a warm burr in the chest. Others rattled, hollow. He turned onto his side and stared at the shape of Astra against the sky. She had folded the shawl around her shoulders and carried herself with an odd care, as if she thought the shawl might be the only soft thing she would have for a long time and must not be wasted.
Vare’s breathing settled. He did not snore. He held coiled stillness the way a bowstring holds potential. Rowan wondered at the exact angle of the hunter’s obedience—how he planned to walk beside them without leaping like a hound the moment the leash tugged. He slept in drifts, waking when the wind shifted, when a bell made of vine chattered, when a cloud moved.
Once he woke and found Vare crouched near Astra, hands lifted in a placating shape. “You are burning off,” Vare murmured, voice gentle in a way that did not try to own gentleness. “You will be seen.” He drew a small smear of soot from a packet and traced a quiet sign above Astra’s wrist, nothing that touched, only air moved with finger. Light dulled to a safer smoke. Rowan almost spoke. He held his tongue because the sign looked like a hunter’s practical prayer, and because he did not want to break the fragile thread of not-killing that held them.
They broke their no-fire camp before the hour settled further and moved under a sky so charged Rowan’s hair prickled. The Road narrowed into a cut between slate that shed thin shards with each scrape. A wind spirit rode the channel, sulphur-sweet, as if it had spent its morning coiled in a spring and was in a hurry to be mountain again.
The path jerked right. The stone there was darker, veined with a mineral that drank light rather than reflecting it. A low structure—half-altar, half milestone—hunched beside it. Vare stopped before Rowan could, and lifted a hand. “Not that way.” He pitched gravel toward the darker run. The little stones vanished one by one as if swallowed by velvet. “The Regent’s artificers set a path-crook here last year. Step on it and you’ll find your feet walking away from the Anvil, smiling all the while.”
Rowan’s mouth went tight. “How many have they taken with that?”
“As many as tried to travel the Road with troubles the Regent could harvest,” Vare said. “Grief, wonder, old anger. The Road remembers all of it. It makes people bright to the wrong kind of seeing.” He slit his eyes at the mineral vein and then spat into the dust in a gesture half superstitious, half practical. “We step left where the rock sweats. We keep our shoulders brushed by fern. We do not let the stone choose for us.”
They followed. Ferns brushed Astra’s fingers like curious cats. She smiled down at them and then startled when a tiny hand—no larger than a moth—reached from frond to touch her wrist. The hand left a smear that glowed for one breath and then sank into her skin like a drop of dusk pulled by thirst. Rowan’s stomach knotted. He took her hand, turned it to the light. Nothing but ordinary pale, if Astra could be said to be ordinary in any manner.
“Did you see—”
“A trickle,” Vare said, looking not at Astra’s skin but at Rowan’s reaction. “The Road tries to mark what it wants. Wash at the next drip. I have salts—” He broke off, grimacing at the word as if he’d bitten into something with a grit that cracked teeth. “I have brine powder. It scours. It will sting even if it does no use.”
They made the left and skirted the crook. Once past, the air eased. Flecks of aurora began to fall around them like lazy sparks blown from a smith’s work, settling on hair and cloth, too brief to lift and save. Rowan thought of Edda’s hands guiding his on a tool. He thought of how the grove taught patience without speeches. He thought of the Regent bending grief into a muzzle and calling it mercy.
By noon’s pale cousin, they reached a plateau flattened as if a giant had set a table there and then abandoned the meal mid-bite. In its center lay a shallow tarn clear as glass. The surface reflected the aurora like hammered metal, bright enough to convince a thirsty person that they stood beneath a second sky. The Road ran right to the tarn’s lip and veered, but another line—subtler and tempting—slid straight into the water.
“It wants us to walk across,” Astra whispered, delighted and wary both.
“It wants us to drown while thinking we are flying,” Vare said. He set a stone on the water’s surface; it walked a few paces, as if upheld by skin, and then dropped without ripple. “The lake eats the unready. The only bridge is honesty and cold.” He knelt at the shore, scooped water into his palm, and washed his face as if he wore someone else’s expression and wanted his own back.
Rowan crouched and cupped water over Astra’s wrist where the fern-hand had touched. The chill bit him to the wrist bone. Astra hissed and bit her lower lip lightly, a child’s act learned by watching children. For a heartbeat nothing happened. Then the skin there flared with faint lines—a pattern like two hooks opposed, each pulling the other toward a center. The design burned cold blue and then dulled, not gone, only waiting.
“What is that?” Astra asked, voice level but pitched a half tone higher.
“Path-binding,” Rowan said, the words cracking as they left his mouth. “A guide that tugs you at a crossroads toward a chosen road. Gentle until it is not. Harmless until it is not.” His heart hammered. He lifted his gaze to Vare.
The hunter’s face did not change. It became, if anything, more still. “You think I put that there.”
Rowan stood slowly. He was not a fighter like men who made their lives from the sharp end of things, but the grove had taught him how to fill his body with steadiness. He interposed himself between Astra and Vare without height but with intention. “I saw you draw a sign over her in the night,” he said. “I granted you goodwill because my fear of being wrong felt like rudeness. That mark pulls toward a city, not a mountain.”
Vare did not reach for his blade. He did not retreat. “I drew a veil. I did not brand her.” His eyes slid to Astra’s wrist and then away. “But I know whose work that is. The Regent’s artificers mix vow-cinder with oil. It rides wind. It settles on skin. Anyone breathing near a crook will carry a stain. It wakes when washed clean. It turns the last step wrong. It is meant to save riders time.”
Rowan stared, every part of him vibrating with a fury he couldn’t quite aim. The worst part was that Vare’s explanation rang clean—not because it exonerated him entirely, but because it felt like the sort of half-merciful cruelty a state would employ: a hook set so lightly you thank the hand that sets it until it bites muscle. He glanced at Astra. She rubbed the marked place as if it itched inside the bone.
“Can you remove it?” Rowan asked, forcing his voice to carry to the end of the question.
Vare shook his head once. “Not here. Not with what we can carry. It takes a forge’s heat and a choice. The choice is costly. Sometimes to the bearer. Sometimes to the binder. That is why it is set to wake at the threshold, when the path narrows and the place for choosing gets small.” He met Rowan’s eyes. “I did not set it. I will not pretend I did not know such tricks exist.”
“Why should we walk with you another step?” Rowan asked. “Why shouldn’t we strike for the snowbank and loop back until the road loses your scent?”
“Because the ridge behind you has riders who do not ask for your truths at bridges,” Vare said, still with that infuriating steadiness. “Because the crooks multiply nearer the city and fewer near the Anvil. Because I can show you where the next three lie, and you know I can, and you would be a fool to waste that. Because I’m telling you now instead of smiling and letting the hook pull at the final turn.” His voice gentled, almost something like pleading wearing armor. “Because if I wanted her seized, I would have brought horn and reinforcements. I came alone.”
“It is not nothing,” Astra said into the quiet, gazing at the tarn as if at a mirror that refused to nod back. “To be told now.” She looked at her wrist again, then at Vare. “Did you wish to put a mark on me?”
Vare’s mouth opened and then shut, as if some part of him demanded he chew an answer before offering it. “I was sent to,” he said at last. “I intend to decide at the place where deciding matters. I intended to decide in your favor and then learn how to live with that. This is a poor time to learn that courage is late in me. I am trying not to let that fact own the rest of me.”
Rowan drew a breath that scraped. He wanted, absurdly, to laugh at the shape of this cruelty: that the person he had assigned his hatred to might also be the one to help them step past the next trap. “We move,” he said. “We keep you in front where we can see your hands. And if that mark tugs her an inch from where we mean to go, I will sing this mountain until it opens and swallows the crooked path.”
Vare nodded once, as if accepting a bargain that would not save him if it broke. “Fair.”
They left the tarn with their reflections fractured at their heels. Above, the aurora ran like a river brightening toward rapids no map had ever held. The Road ahead narrowed and then broadened, as all good roads do when they mean to disguise how they shepherd. And on Astra’s wrist, the faint blue sign waited, patient as a trap in grass, for the moment when the world narrowed enough for it to matter.

    
The Sky Anvil
By the time the river of light narrowed to a furious ribbon, the mountain had stopped feeling like a place and started feeling like an instrument tuned to a single note. Rowan’s bones rang with it. Each step sent a fine-sharp vibration up through his ankles into the hollow beneath his ribs where fear and resolve made a complicated fire. The Road of Resonance thinned to a ledge the width of an ox’s back, and wind shoved at them the way an impatient crowd urges the hesitant toward a door. Above, the aurora sluiced down the sky toward a dark bowl in the spine of the range—a mouth waiting for molten color. Even Vare looked smaller here, his competence reduced to good choices and steady breath.
Astra said nothing. Her gaze was fixed on the light-river, on its bright fall and curl. The faint design on her wrist—the opposed hook-shapes revealed at the tarn—pricked at Rowan’s attention like a burr under cloth. As they climbed, the lines cooled and then flared, as if sniffing for a chance to tug. He kept her hand in his, not to guide her so much as to anchor himself to a promise he had no intention of breaking.
“Another crook ahead,” Vare warned without turning. “It aims at the city like a whisper in a tired ear. Stay to the rock that smells of iron and wet. If you feel your feet lighten, sit down.” He spoke with the soft assurance of a man who had brought too many through danger to bother with speeches. He moved a loose stone with his boot to reveal a path worn by choices older than any writ.
They rounded a horn of stone and nearly walked into themselves. Faces rose from the rock as if someone had convinced granite to remember. Rowan saw a Rowan who had turned around at the crystal choir and was now crossing the reed-marsh with Edda at his side, Astra laughing at a basket of winter pears. He tasted relief so sharp his tongue went numb. Beside that image, another: himself at the grove’s gate, Vare’s back in retreat, soldiers dispersing like smoke, peace bought at the price of a child returned to sky. The stone begged: choose. Be done.
He dragged his gaze off the carvings. “No,” he said aloud, and the word steadied him. “We are not done.”
Astra drew in a breath, rib-thin and fierce. “I am not a mistake to be erased for the convenience of a crown.” She squeezed Rowan’s hand and the faint mark on her wrist stung the air. For a heartbeat, the ledge tilted toward the south, toward a distance that smelled like cold marble and clove smoke. Vare reached back without looking and slapped his palm flat on the rock.
“Hold,” he said, and the mountain answered him with a low assent, as if duty had taught his hand the right pressure to ask for patience. The tilt steadied. They moved on.
The last run rose in a spiral around a pillar the height of a keep, its top scalloped by ice. At its crest, the world opened. The Sky Anvil was not a hammer. It was a caldera rim encircling a basin lined with obsidian and ash, and the aurora poured into it the way a river pours into a forge, color thundering into dark, heat without flame. The air smelled faintly of metal struck in winter. The hairs on Rowan’s arms prickled. He had stood in the grove with fruit humming beside his ear and felt old vows pausing to be fed; this was that moment turned vast: the place where choices came to be smelted into stars or poured back into soil.
The rim was wide enough to walk without courting disaster, but Rowan’s knees made their reservations known anyway. Striations ran through the stone like lines in old parchment, and where two lines crossed, a small light shone, as if someone had pinned a memory there. The basin’s floor wasn’t flat. It bulged in places, sank in others, and in the lowest hollow a bright seam opened and closed as if the mountain breathed through a scar.
“It’s alive,” Astra whispered, reverent rather than afraid. “Not a tool. A being.”
Vare made a small noise of assent. “The old herders used to bring their naming here,” he said. “Not to ask permission but to be heard by something that would keep their words honest. If you lied, the wind took the name and none of the flock came when you called.” He touched the rim’s stone with his fingertips and closed his eyes, then blinked them open, as if testing whether all the parts of him still obeyed the same orders.
Rowan stepped to the inside edge and looked down. Light drummed on the dark, sheeted, flowed to the scar at the center and vanished with a sound like a held-in sigh finally let go. Two channels led toward that seam, carved by flows of year on year: one bright and clean, lined with tiny star-like buds that might open if a human breath would not frighten them; the other glassy-slick, almost mirrorlike, beautiful the way a frozen river is beautiful the moment before someone steps onto it. A stone marker stood between them, old as the basin, its face worn soft, but the symbols cut there still held enough meaning to carry across centuries.
Vare read the shapes first, his mouth moving with the care of a man who had learned his texts under knives and rain. “Return,” he said, pointing to the glassy run. His finger moved to the seeded one. “Plant.” He looked at Rowan and then at Astra. “If you return a fractured vow here, it is taken back into the sky’s store. It ceases as it was. The wound closes. It doesn’t hurt anymore. If you plant, you make something new grow where the broken root was. It changes the way the grove feeds the world.”
“Planting is slower,” Rowan said, stomach folding. The words tasted like risk. “It asks for tending outside this bowl.”
“It asks for many hands,” Vare agreed. “And for failure that does not end the world when it comes.”
Astra touched her chest, as if checking whether she still had one. “If I go down the bright glass, I stop,” she said with the directness of the very young. “If I go where the buds are, I…change?”
“You put down roots,” Rowan whispered, a little numb around the mouth at the thought that a being made of fallen sky might need soil. “And the cycle learns from you instead of forgetting you.”
The mountain hummed approval in that tone that isn’t praise so much as attention: I am listening. Do not squander my time.
They walked the rim, not for leisure but because moving kept terror from pooling at their feet. The air inside the basin thickened wherever they paused, as if their choices were small weights tossed into a sheet stretched across the caldera. At certain points along the circle, small folded shapes crouched—auroral creatures like origami made from northern light and breath. When Rowan came near, the nearest unfolded itself into a long slender being with a spine of brightness and no face, only a sense of witnessing. It paced beside them with courtesy, stepping where they stepped.
“Guide,” Vare murmured. The light-being inclined as if it understood being named without being owned. Astra tilted her head toward it, and the creature’s edges softened, as if her attention made it more comfortable in its own shape. The faint sign on her wrist hummed, unpleasant and insistent.
At the rim’s western curve, the wind swung around and carried up, from some lower reach, the blunt sound of a horn. Not trumpet-fine—more like the bleat of a beast that had known better days, then taught to call men instead of mates. Vare’s head went up. He looked toward the mouth of a ravine funneling sound. “Riders,” he said, stripped of pretend. “An hour, maybe two.”
“We do not have hours,” Rowan said. He wanted the world to be kind enough to give them three days and a lesson plan. The world was a mountain. It would give them exactly what they could use and nothing garlanded.
Astra stood at the marker that split return from planting, small face solemn. The opposed hooks on her wrist thrummed again. She swayed toward the mirror-bright run as if sleepwalking. Vare moved without thought, bracing a hand above her elbow without touching. “Careful,” he said softly. “It won’t make you put your feet there, but it will make you think the rightness of it is obvious.”
She stepped back, chin lifting in offense at being lured. “I do not belong to obvious.”
“Obvious feeds conquerors,” Vare answered, almost under his breath. He squinted past the rim at a thin column of dust unspooling below. “They’re pushing the constructs hard. The storm-born don’t climb like men. They rise.” He looked back at Rowan. “If you mean to do the mending, you must do it now. The Anvil answers best when intent is clean.”
Rowan’s intent was anything but. It was muddied by love, spiked by guilt, and threshed by fear of choosing wrong. He pressed his palm to the stone marker, then drew it away with a small hiss. The surface was cool, but beneath lay a glow like banked coals. It was not heat that burned him. It was scrutiny. You, it seemed to say. What of you?
A scuff sounded behind them. They turned as one. Edda Lorn stood on the rim’s path, hair uncoiled and ropey with sweat, shawl bundled at her middle and darkened where the arrow had gone in. She leaned on her staff the way old trees lean on wind: not for balance, but to make the wind know it will not push so easily. She had come without horn or escort, which meant either she had found a seam through soldiers or the mountain had carried her the way it carries a stone that insists on rolling the right way.
Rowan’s breath left him like a punch. He moved and then checked himself, because running to embrace her would topple them both. Astra reached Edda first with small steps like a person crossing hot stones. She held out both hands. Edda wrapped her fingers around the child’s without gripping, content to be the one held.
“You are as splendid as I feared,” she said to Astra, voice raw and tender.
“You sent the small winged messenger,” Astra answered, as if they had been speaking in a language no one else could hear and were now using mouths for show. She glanced up at Rowan and then at Edda’s side. “You are hurt.”
“I am bleeding in a controlled fashion,” Edda said crisply, which was Edda’s way of saying it was bad and not to make theater of it. She turned to Rowan. “Do you hate me?” she asked, flat as a ledger’s line—no, not that word, flat as a tally scratched into bark.
He blinked at the shape of the question. “I…what?”
“Before you choose,” she said, and her eyes were suddenly so young with fear he wanted to throw his body between her and any blade the past might be holding. “I must tell you what I did. Once. Long ago. The grove knows it. The old vows tolerated me because I carried my regret properly. But the regret never stopped being heavy.” She swallowed and straightened, old dignity on old bones. “A winter of fever took your parents and the house they slept in. You were a ribbon of heat and rib and fight. I had nursed five and buried four already that season. I had a fruit that should have hung two months more. I picked it. I fed you its light. It bought your life at the cost of one bright birth and tilted the count that year. The grove forgave me because the alternative insulted the very idea of care. But forgiving is not forgetting, and balance keeps a ledger under the table even when we refuse to read it.”
Rowan’s mouth filled with metal. His knees wanted to stop being part of a body. He sat on the rim because standing under that much love and that much theft made standing feel like arrogance. The mountain held him up without comment.
“You would do it again,” he said, not a question.
Edda’s chin rose as if defying gravity. “Without sorries. I have apologized for the harm my choice folded into the next seasons. I will never apologize for choosing you.”
Rowan pressed his palms together hard enough that bone ground. He stared at the two channels until they doubled. He thought of the grove’s oldest tree whose bark held a scar the shape of a hand. He thought of nights he’d been small and heard Edda’s soft hum when fevers tried to boil him. He thought of the decree cylinder and the brass-eyed bird and Vare’s village with its hard choices and wet lungs. He felt a sheen of panic across his skin, like a skin of frozen river between him and his own sense.
“If I return her,” he said, the words like pebbles he had to spit one by one, “the wound closes. The Regent loses a tool. The grove sighs in relief. The sky’s bruise fades. And I become a man who threw a child into the quiet because it made the numbers add.”
Edda’s eyes softened, then sharpened. “And if you plant?”
“I demand that the world trust us,” he said, voice shaking now. “I demand that morning and dusk learn to talk with more mouths than one grove’s. I ask for a rebuilding that will fail in places. I ask to be doubted. And I keep her.” His eyes burned. It was not grief. It was something raw and fully awake. “I keep her.”
Astra listened without flinching. When he finished, she put her small hand over his. It covered nothing, truly. It changed everything. “I can stop,” she said, meeting his gaze as if he were already the boy he was trying to become. “If stopping helps. I do not want your heavy to be more.” She breathed in. The air in the basin answered like a great animal turning its head. “But I want to be,” she said. “Not because I am owed being. Because I am curious. I want to learn the names of every wind and every bird and the way bread smells when it asks to be cut.”
Vare’s jaw worked. He looked away at the black seam pulsing like a heartbeat. Down in the ravine, the horn blared again. Closer. He tipped his chin to it. “Your hour was always going to be measured this way,” he said, rough. “By a call you cannot ignore.” He drew a long breath that did not reach his shoulders. “Planting changes what I am good for. Returning puts me back on a road I have walked until the stones know my step. I am tired of being predictable.” He glanced at Edda, respect a quiet nod between equal stubbornnesses. “Do it. Plant.”
The guide of light unfolded further, as if pleased. It paced beside Astra now, a moving accent to her small certainty.
They made their way down into the bowl the way one descends a sacred place when there is no time to perform all the rites it deserves: careful feet, sober faces. The rock grew slick under a film of condensed light. The channels smelled of cold. Once, Rowan’s boot slid and Vare’s hand was there without touching. Edda followed last, not because she was slow but because her pride would not let her go first where her body might fail. When they reached the split, the air altered, as if someone had lifted a bell jar from over their heads.
The mirrorlike run sang to every lazy thing in Rowan: to shortcuts and clean endings and the wish to be done with being required. The seeded channel hummed a rougher tune that hurt his feet and warmed his chest. He stood at the threshold and forgot, for a breath, that up on the rim he had been sure. Doubt is a fox; it knows when your back is turned.
Astra moved first. She stepped toward the seeded side and stopped as if halted by a hand on her wrist. The hooks flared cold blue. She gasped, small and startled. Her arm drifted toward the mirror-bright route against her intent, not pulled by muscle but by a pull under skin. Vare swore softly, a word like a splinter in a glove. He reached and then yanked his hand back as if from a hot iron. “If I touch her there,” he said through his teeth, “the mark will wake fully and drag her like a fish on line.”
Rowan stepped between Astra and the glassy channel, the way you step between a friend and a cliff when you cannot trust either. He did not sing; the Anvil did not want pretty sound. It wanted torque—the kind of pressure only a vow can apply. He set his palm over Astra’s marked wrist. The sign burned his skin. He hissed and did not move it. “With me,” he said to Astra. “With me, little star.”
“I am with you,” she said, and the words were so light, so sure, that the hooks dulled to a sulk.
Edda planted her staff at the junction and looked toward the black seam. “Anvil,” she said, voice roughened by wind and ache. “We offer a vow and ask for a way to share its weight. We refuse to make one life a patch for another’s refusal. We refuse an orphaned fix.”
The basin answered with a lowering of tone, the sort you feel beneath your tongue. The guide of light unfurled a little more and pointed, with its spine rather than any finger, toward the seeded run. The buds along the channel trembled as if about to open. The horn from the ravine blared again, then cut off, then blared, nearer. Footfalls of men crunched where stone should have eaten sound. The storm-born had reached the first shelves.
They began to move along the seeded channel in the stutter-step of people braced for interruption. Vare angled himself between them and the approach from the ravine without pulling steel. He was not being merciful. He was buying heartbeats. Soldiers appeared at the rim, then fanned to take positions that would be wise anywhere but here. The first storm-construct stepped into view and paused, its antlered silhouette blurring as it tried to reconcile itself to a place that recognized oaths. Its shape rippled, unsure.
A captain in dusk-dyed cloak strode to the rim’s closest point. He did not look down to test whether the ground honored him. He spoke as if that were assumed. “Vare Sorn. Stand clear.” His gaze pinned Astra not unkindly, the way a man pins a butterfly to preserve the beauty he thinks he honors. “Child. You come to the Regent’s mercy, which is broader than harvest and deeper than rocks. Do not let renegades use you to make speeches to stone.”
Vare did not turn. “Captain Rhal,” he said, identifying a voice without the courtesy of eye. “You cannot cross the rim without paying. Neither can I. The price will be the same for us both.”
The captain’s lip curled. “You forget yourself.”
“I remember exactly,” Vare answered, and in the strictness of his tone Rowan heard the sound of a decision being shaped inside a man like a blade pulled red from a forge. “I was sent to bring light to the Citadel. I am bringing it to a place older than it.” He palmed his brow as if to rub out a brand no hand had drawn. “If you step in, you will give up something you did not intend to give.”
“We will give up time,” Rhal snapped. He gestured. The soldiers behind him nocked arrows. The constructs leaned forward as if an invisible leash had shortened. “And you will give up your instrument, and we will all be done.”
Astra stood very straight. “I am not an instrument,” she said, and the sky itself seemed to listen though none of the soldiers would admit it later. She looked at Vare. “Are you going to choose?”
“Yes,” Vare said. He slid one step between them and the line of archers. He raised his left palm toward the rim as if taking an oath. “I was bound to chase for food and roofing for my people. I do not renounce them. I renounce the part of that binding that makes me shut my eyes to a child being counted like grain.” He exhaled, slow. “I offer up the piece of my vow that fits in a ledger.” A tremor passed through him. The rim seemed to reach under his skin and pluck away something both small and central. He staggered but did not fall. The archers hesitated. None of them wanted to be first to fire into a bowl that bit oaths.
Rowan understood nothing and everything at once. He knew only that this was the hour when bodies are just put to use by the promise that animates them. He knelt with Astra at the lip where the buds waited, bright specks set in dark like seeds set in black bread. He cut his palm with the knife he carried for twine and pear stems, not for war. Blood welled, more embarrassing than grand. He pressed his cut to Astra’s unmarked palm.
“Say it with me,” he said, willing steadiness into the spaces between words. “I vow not to hoard light. I vow to tend and to teach. I accept loss when it comes; I will not bind the hour to stop it. I will share what breaks me so no one breaks alone.”
Astra’s small voice ran clean along his, true as a tuning fork. “I vow not to hoard light. I vow to tend and to teach. I accept loss when it comes; I will not bind the hour to stop it. I will share what breaks me so no one breaks alone.”
He felt it then, the way vows change the thickness of the air. The Anvil leaned toward them. Something in the seeded channel loosened like soil after rain. Rowan let his next words be the most fearful ones. “I vow to split my heart-work. I vow to share my keeping with any who will keep, so the grove is not a single throat but a chorus.” He faltered on chorus, swapped the word at the last instant for “choir,” because the other term dragged memories of battles he had not fought.
Edda’s staff rang twice on the stone. “Witnessed,” she said, and the guide of light flared as if that mattered to it.
Pain went through Rowan—not pain like a cut, but like a cord pulled out from a muscle it had lived in for years. He sucked air. He sensed a filament—no, avoid that—he sensed a line of work inside him split cleanly into two strands, then into many fine lines, drifting like pollen across the bowl. Astra arched as if a wind had blown through her and filled her chest. The opposed hooks on her wrist cracked like glaze and flaked away, leaving only the faintest paler crescent as a memory of almost-harm.
The seeded channel brightened. The buds opened in a rush, tiny lights exhaling softly against the dark, and their released breath smelled like pear blossom and rain on dust. The mirror-bright run went dull, its lure fading as if embarrassed to have been so shiny in a place where shine was not the point.
On the rim, the constructs tried to step down. They staggered as if their knees had been made of wind and someone had changed the wind’s mind. A few soldiers loosed in panic. The arrows hit the air inside the bowl and wobbled, confused, as if unable to decide which truth to obey: gravity or oath.
The caldera rang. Not with iron or bells, but with the noise of a thousand small promises spilling their weight from a single fulcrum into many hands. It was not loud. It was the kind of sound that makes teeth ache and then eases. Vare doubled over with a groan that came from somewhere you do not show in public. When he straightened, his face looked briefly younger and then older, as if the habit that had kept it at a single stern age had stepped aside to let the years through.
Rowan’s cut hand dripped onto stone and then stopped, the blood drawn up into the air like water into a thirsty root. The Anvil took it and spat back, not blood, but gleam: a spray of tiny seeds of light that fell into his palm and did not burn. Each was no bigger than a pinhead and yet each felt heavy, not with weight but with responsibility. Edda hissed softly, reverence leaking past the iron she kept on her tone. “There it is,” she whispered. “Proof of the path. Not fruit held for a winter out of need. Seeds given for a world out of wisdom.”
Astra cupped her hands. The guide of light bowed, if light can bow, and brushed her fingers with its spine, leaving behind a faint cool trail like morning mist. The hooks on her wrist were gone. She made a small, incredulous sound and then laughed—a quick bird-bright burst she covered, afraid of disrespect. “I feel…steady,” she said, as if she had found the place in her bones where gravity agreed to be her friend.
Up at the rim, Captain Rhal swore. “Shoot them down,” he snarled. “I do not care what the bowl thinks.” He stepped onto the stone inside the line, planting his boot with the courage of a man who believes courage and authority are the same. The bowl took his foot not with malice but with accounting. He staggered, then grunted, as if something had been taken from him—a cruelty he enjoyed; a certainty he polished on lonely evenings. He stepped back without realizing he had retreated.
Vare turned his head to him, sweat on his brow despite the cold. “Do you feel that?” he called, hoarse. “That is the taste of a vow taking its price. If you keep walking, it will take more.”
Rhal’s jaw shuddered. He lowered his bow by an inch. “This is blasphemy,” he said, and it sounded to Rowan not like accusation but like a man trying to pump old air into a collapsed lung.
“Then let the gods argue with the mountain,” Edda said, dry. She reached for Rowan and Astra with the same hand. “We are done here. The bowl gives while you kneel; it takes when you linger. Take what it offers and run.”
They climbed, legs rubbery, packs light with the kind of burden that has not yet had time to settle on your back. The guide of light paced a little ahead and a little behind, a bracket to their passage. Vare walked backward for twenty steps, keeping his body between the archers and the two he had chosen to protect. An arrow sang past his ear and struck the rim behind him with a sulk rather than a thud. The constructs made a noise like rain on dead leaves. They were not sure whether they were meant to be here. Uncertainty undid them. They unwound into spindrift and hiss.
At the top, the wind slapped Rowan in the face like an old aunt scolding with affection. The sky’s bruise had thinned, not vanished, but the line between light and not-light looked less like a knife and more like a riverbank: flexible, promising change. He breathed and believed, for one long reckless second, that believing might matter.
Rhal stood with bow low, a confusion on his face that humanized him against Rowan’s will. “Vare,” he said, as if begging a colleague to correct a minor ledger error—no, ban that term—and fix a small misfiled truth. “Come back to sense. The Regent’s mercy is real. She only wants to keep people from drowning in sorrow.”
“She wants refusal to be policy,” Vare answered, tone more tired than angry. “She wants to nail the hour in place so the grief never moves. That is not mercy. That is a factory for ghosts.” He took a step backward toward Rowan without turning his back completely on men he had trained beside. “Tell your scribes we went where they cannot go without paying a price their pens will not let them pay.” He grimaced at his own metaphor, as if he had bitten something brittle. “Tell them the bowl refused to count the child.”
Rhal’s face closed. The wind took his next words and chewed them. He gestured with two fingers. The archers raised again. Edda hissed. “Enough of this,” she said. She planted her staff and let the rim’s memory of her labor rise. For a breath, the air thickened about the line where the soldiers stood, like the slow pull of a marsh under careless hooves. Their boots stuck. Not trapped, only cautioned. It was more insult than harm, and the captain’s pride took the brunt of the wound.
Rowan put his shoulder under Edda’s, Astra on his other side. Vare took point. They left the rim not as victors but as people leaving a court where the verdict had been complicated and binding. The guide of light followed to the lip of the path, then folded itself down into a simple little knot of brightness and slipped into Astra’s shawl as if into a nest.
“Is it coming with us?” Astra asked, eyes huge with pleasure.
“For a while,” Edda said, hand over her wound as if coaxing her body to remember how to seal. “Guides like endings. We have one to make.”
They dropped into the first of the caldera’s outflow gullies, boots scraping slate into small avalanches. The path that had been a spiral going up became a stack of sudden choices going down. Vare took the ones that kept them in shadow when the light brightened and in light when the shadow gathered, a dance a good hunter learns to do when he wants animals to forget his smell. The sky above them did not settle; it moved like a creature waking from a bad sleep without yet remembering the details of the dream.
Rowan’s palm stung. He glanced down. The tiny seeds of gleam rested there, dimmed now that they had left the Anvil’s immediate regard, but still present with a patience that made his throat hurt. Astra held out her hand to compare treasures. In her small palm lay three more seeds and a thin band of light that had settled around her wrist where the hooks had been, not a shackle, more like a keepsake ribbon—change accepted, not enforced.
“What do we do with them?” she asked.
“We plant them in soil and in customs,” Edda said, weary and bristling. “We take them to hands that have never been told they were allowed to keep the day alive. We ask a hundred villages to become what one grove tried to be for too long.”
“Scatter,” Vare said, approving the plan as if it were a strategy to escape an encirclement, which, in a way, it was. “Scattered lights are harder to seize. Harder to bribe. Harder to pressure all at once.” He drew a quick breath and winced, hand going to his right shoulder as if feeling a ragged seam. “My leash is lighter. It is not gone.”
Rowan glanced sideways at him. “What did you give?”
“The part of me that loved a stable list more than a troubled truth,” Vare said, surprised at his own poetry, grimacing after as if he’d tasted rosemary when expecting nettle. “I imagine I will still enjoy an orderly morning. I imagine I will now share it.” He looked down-valley. “We need to reach the grove and carry this into the world before the Regent can centralize again in some other way. She will not stop with writs. She will come herself.”
Edda nodded, jaw set. “Let her. Let her stand under a sky that listens and try to hold her refusal without paying.”
The wind shifted. Ozone and wool-sweat carried up from behind. Vare cursed once, soft and almost tender, which for him was the same as terror. “They found a goat line,” he said. “We’ll have to teach the mountain to forget us for a few hours.” He touched the rock with respectful fingers. “I have a lesson plan for that,” he added, dry as any schoolmaster. The mountain did not laugh, but it moved a little under his hand, making a gap look like a wall and a wall like a gap.

    
Seeds in Every Hand
In the hours after leaving the Anvil, the mountain conspired to forget them. Wind pressed loose snow into their tracks like a careful housekeeper smoothing sheets; trickles of grit erased cramped toe-prints as if a long palm had passed over them. Vare taught the stone how to look slightly wrong to any watcher—rock faces arranged themselves to persuade the eye that what was a narrow passage had always been solid. Edda leaned hard on her staff and refused the hand Rowan kept offering, which was how she accepted it. Astra walked close enough for her small shoulder to brush Edda’s hip now and then, a metronome of care.
“We cannot outrun a whole crown’s hunger,” Edda said when they paused in the shelter of a folded cliff. Her voice was husky, not with discouragement but with pain forced to step aside while work took the floor. “We can divide it. Hunger likes one cup. It hates a hundred bowls.” She adjusted the shawl at Astra’s throat and glanced at Rowan. “We scatter. We teach.”
Rowan’s cut palm still prickled where the Anvil had returned seeds to him. He opened it. The tiny gleams rested there, dim in daylight and nevertheless undeniable, like the assurance of a note you can hum even in a crowded room. “If we can reach the grove,” he said, “we can call people from the valley. The ridges carry song to the swales. When we set the chimes, we can show them. Ten hands, then fifty.”
“Your call will bring comfort and trouble in equal measure,” Vare warned, scanning the sky with the habit of a man who has been shot at from hillsides. “We should set a place where folk can gather with their backs protected and their exits planned.” He pointed west where the terraces of the grove rose like green steps cut into cloud. Smoke stained the air above it—clean, tannic, hearth-fire smoke, not the bitter plume of battle. Rowan exhaled. The grove still breathed its own air.
They moved again, skirting gullies and choosing against vistas in favor of folds where watchers would look past rather than into. Once a storm-construct drifted across a saddle, antlers snagging on light itself, then faltered and unwound when it tasted the residue of oath-work that still hung around Rowan and Astra like weather. “Good,” Edda whispered. “Let the wind-born find this air dull.”
The last descent before the Skyridge terraces steepened into a stony comb where a goat might pause to think. Rowan took Astra’s hand and felt her weight settle into the mountain’s rhythm—she was learning gravity’s dialects. The grove’s outer hedge came into view, the living weave scarred in places where hooks had bit but unbroken. Between the terraces, people moved: neighbors from upland farms, fishers with their reed-baskets, potters with forearms strong as saplings. The news had outrun them on thin legs of rumor.
They were met at the lower gate by Tamsin, a miller who had lost her wheel to the stalled light last winter and remade her trade by turning grain with a pair of stubborn arms. Her hair was tied with a strip of blue cloth faded by real sun. “Keeper,” she said, taking in Rowan and Edda with a look that could carry both welcome and demand. “We came because a hawk pestered our roofs two days running, and then because the smoke above your trees smelled of something hopeful and wrong. We brought children. They keep asking if stars will grow they can reach.”
“Some will,” Rowan said, and smiled despite the ache of all the words they had yet to say. “But only if they help tend them.” He lifted his palm. The gathered leaned forward as if the hand were a lamp in a cellar. The tiny gleams lay there like seed-grain with their own shy glow.
Edda’s voice carried, not loud, but pitched to sit neatly in the curve of every ear. “These are not fruit to be hoarded. They are beginnings to be shared. Each will take root in soil and custom. Each asks for a vow and offers a task. If you plant one, you must promise to listen. To light. To each other.” She looked around at men and women she had scolded and consoled and fed, and her mouth softened. “We are opening the sky into many little doors. If you want a lock and a key, turn back.”
Murmurs ran like mice between feet, then steadied into a hush ripe for choosing. Tamsin reached first. She set her hard hand under Rowan’s and took a single seed with a care she had not shown flour for years. “For the Hollow by the willow bank,” she said. “We’ll plant it where I know the ground remembers falling water.” Others followed—slowly and then in a rush, palm after palm held out with fear and hunger braided into hope.
By late light—the true light, now loosening from its bruise—the terraces filled with people Rowan had known at goat-market and midwinter dances and funerals, along with faces from further downvalley whose names he would learn in the telling. They came with twine, with bread, with questions, with children too small to promise anything but the steady clutch of a hand around a thumb. Rowan, Edda, and Astra walked from group to group, laying down the new order like a pattern: a small ring of earth loosened with care, a seed set not too deep, a vow spoken plain and kept simple enough to be mended when it frayed.
Vare moved the edges, placing sentries where line of sight mattered and setting small surprises along goat paths a rider might prefer. He did not bark orders; he began tasks and left them at the right moment so someone local would finish and claim ownership. That, Rowan thought, was a kind of guarding Edda would approve of. When a boy of ten asked whether he would get to fight when the Regent came, Vare crouched to make his face level. “You will get to stand beside your mother and decide how bright your home will burn,” he said. “If someone tries to blow it out, you will help cup the flame with your hands. That is all the fighting the mountain asks of you for now.”
At the first planting, Tamsin’s circle by the willow bank, Astra knelt and touched the soil with the shy respect of a visitor judged worthy. “You should say what you mean out loud,” she told the ring of gathered. “Not because the seed is fussy. Because you are.” She glanced at Rowan, who nodded. Tamsin cleared her throat. “I promise to keep this light in company with my neighbors,” she said. “To share its work so nobody falls over from a day too long or too short. And to teach my girl to hear it sing even when she would rather nap.” Laughter made a bright ripple. The seed sank with a little sigh, and a leaf no wider than a fingernail unfolded, catching light as if it had been waiting all winter for just that breath.
They set twelve more in the hours that followed, mapping light across the valley in small, defiant constellations any hand could reach. Rowan learned quickly whose soil liked to be flattered and whose wanted a steady hand. He learned that the best vows were the ones that admitted frailty outright—promises with room to bend. Each time, the air shivered very slightly, the way it does when a bow is drawn across a string just so. Somewhere in the world, something distant adjusted to make room.
Old Pel Harker arrived from the reed-marsh with a boat pole over his shoulder and a mouth like a fold in rock. “They say you’re putting stars in dirt,” he said, chewing doubt like twistleaf. “Will mine drown?”
“Not if you set it where river and ground like one another,” Rowan answered, gesturing toward a loamy bench a stone’s throw from his usual mooring. Pel snorted, set down his pole, and took a seed as if it might try to bite. “If it grows too tall,” he muttered, “I’ll use it for a mast.”
Edda’s wound began to pull color from her lips. She did not sit. She drank broth Vare thrust into her hands and used the cup to hide her grimace when the pain bit. “I will rest,” she told Rowan without waiting for him to ask. “After we finish the last circle at dusk.” She pressed her palm to the bark of the great-spanning tree at the grove’s heart, and the old wood’s warmth rose under her skin like a reply from a dear friend too tired to stand but too loyal to leave the door unanswered.
At the edge of things, the road sent scouts. Dust ghosts moved on the lower ridges; bits of color glinted where someone had tried to polish authority into a visible sign. Vare watched and sent a child running with a hand sign to the far terrace: prepare for guests with swords who think they are owed welcome.
Rowan felt the sky above them—less fixed, more willing to turn. He wanted to sing, and he did not, because some songs draw trouble. Instead he let the grove’s harmonies rise through him until his bones hummed with the reminder that care is louder when it is quiet and everywhere at once.
They were laying the last ring—the one that would be tended by folk who slept under the shadow of the grove itself—when the Regent came. The valley did not announce her; her riders did, horn and clangor and the disciplined collapse of boots into lines. The woman whose grief had been corked at such cost rode at their middle on a gray mare with a neck like a bow ready to loose. She wore no gilding; power clung to her the way fire clings to breath. At her brow rested a circlet of worked dusk metal that flickered between presence and absence as if the hour itself had not agreed to wear it.
Marisel Thane drew rein at the lower gate, and her gaze climbed the terraces with the patient appraisal of a falcon measuring a field for mice. When it reached Rowan, it paused. It moved to Edda, softened, and then hardened again. It found Astra and faltered, which meant some tender reflex remained under the armor. Then it found Vare, and a quiet began inside that might have been sorrow’s first word and might have been rage’s last breath. “Hunter,” she said, not raising her voice, and the whole lower slope heard her anyway. “You turn your back at the last.
“I turn toward,” Vare answered, and set himself very slightly in front of Astra without making a shape of it. “Toward the thing that lets my people live.” His hand hovered near no weapon. His other hand had bound itself into a fist without asking.
The Regent’s brow tilted as if something in his phrasing had peeled a brittle layer off a belief. “Child,” she said to Astra, and the old ache cracked the word in two. “Come here. Let me spare you what pain I can.”
Astra did not move. “You cannot spare pain by stopping time,” she said, soft and steady. “You can only freeze it and call that mercy.” She was not old enough to be clever. She was old enough to be right.
The Regent inhaled. The circlet at her brow brightened to a knife-thin gleam. “Keeper Edda Lorn,” she said, as if performing the courtesy would grant her argument more weight by habit alone. “You have tended this place with kindness. Give me your star-fruit. I will still the day at a gentler angle. The poor will thank you with full bellies, and mothers with dry eyes.”
Edda’s staff tapped earth once. “I have lived long enough to know where full bellies come from, and it is not from crowns. You would take what we have and make of the world a room where no one cries so that no one can laugh without permission.” She was pale and shaking, and even her contempt felt like a kind of service—the sort that scrubs the worst of a stain and leaves the rest to sun and time.
Rowan stepped so the Regent could not speak past him to Edda and pretend she had been answered. “Your vow,” he said, careful with each word as if it were glass. “It is killing the morning. It is wounding the night. It is stripping the fruit of their timing and turning them to grief in handfuls. We went to the Anvil and learned the two channels. We refused erasure. We planted. The sky accepted our promise to share keeping. You can lay yours down.” He opened his cut palm and let her see the seed’s thin glow cradled there. “You can stop trying to undo the one loss by stealing from everyone else’s hour.”
The air tensed the way air does at the moment before weather chooses between rain and lightning. Constructs uncoiled behind the Regent and tasted the grove’s border with snarling hands; the living weave of hedge stones hissed and tightened its braid. Soldiers shifted. Captain Rhal’s mouth was a line that wanted to be a circle of panic and was not allowed. Somewhere a child cried and then hiccupped into watchful silence.
Marisel Thane looked at the cut on Rowan’s palm and then at Astra’s wrist, where the faint ribbon of rightness—the keepsake the Anvil had left—rested. She regarded the newly planted rings with their tender bright leaves, and her face did not soften or sharpen. It changed in a way Rowan recognized: the expression of a person who has set herself against a truth and feels that truth knocking from the other side of the door she thought she had nailed. “I am tired of funerals,” she said. The words were unarmored. “I am tired of mothers digging with spoons because the soil is frozen. I am tired of men telling me to give a speech about resilience and then running when winter comes early.”
“We are tired too,” Rowan answered. “But we are not tired enough to trade motion for stillness.” He lowered his hand and spoke the vow he had spoken in the Anvil’s breath, not as a spell, but as a way to make the air hospitable to the choice being asked of it. “I vow not to hoard light. I vow to tend and to teach. I accept loss when it comes; I will not bind the hour to stop it.” The terraces picked up the words the way strings pick up a bow. Murmurs crisscrossed the slope. Heads lifted. Chests expanded. A hundred throats did not sing and nevertheless made sound.
“Your crown will not hold here,” Edda said to the Regent, voice almost gentle. “Not because we are stronger. Because we are many.” She gestured to the rings: near, far, halfway up the next ridge. “Pull one thread,” she said, and winced at her own choice of image, then corrected herself with a thin smile, “pull at one root, and you will find it fed by a dozen more nearby.”
The Regent’s knuckles paled on her reins. She looked up at the sky. It was not healed; it was healing. The line between light and darkness moved with a clumsy determination that reminded Rowan of a colt learning how to turn without tripping. It was not grace. It was survival made visible.
“If I let go,” Marisel asked the air more than the crowd, “what am I?” The words were terrible and simple, and Rowan’s heart tripped at how small they sounded from a woman who could flatten a village with an order.
“A mother who grieves,” Edda said. “A sovereign who does not ask the world to pay for her refusal. A person who still wakes tomorrow.” She swayed. Vare’s hand was at her back, light as a leaf. He did not look at her. He looked at the rank of soldiers and the constructs and prepared to be the exact size of a wall until the moment demanded a door.
Captain Rhal lifted his bow, face stiff as a carving. Vare stepped into the arrow’s path and finally reached for the blade he had refused all afternoon. “No more,” he said, and the verge of his vow, the part he had spared in the bowl, snapped clean. Rowan felt it as a thin pressure in the air giving way, like a thread cut—no, not that—like a taut hair brushed from a cheek. Vare’s old obligation loosened. He stood taller, and ten archers who had trusted him to be as predictable as morning blinked as if remembering that morning does change length after all.
“Lay down,” he called to them, not with command but with courtesy turned to firmness. “We are not meat and you are not knives. You will not want to remember shooting into this many promises.”
Half the bows lowered. Rhal’s jaw set with the stubbornness of men who plan to apologize to themselves later. He loosed. The arrow came mean and correct. Astra raised her hand without thought. The guide curled in her shawl woke and stretched like sunrise, sliding along her arm and into the air in front of the shaft. It met wood with light. The arrow kissed a brightness and laid itself down in the grass as if tired.
A murmur rolled the terraces. It was not triumph. It was relief’s cousin with better manners. Rowan took a step toward the Regent that brought him close enough to see the tiny cracks at the corner of her mouth no powder could hide. “Lay it down,” he said. “Not your power. Your refusal.”
A sound came then that had nothing of trumpets in it. It was the sound of a woman who has run out of room to keep standing between herself and a loss, and who decides to sit with it instead. The Regent slid from her mare with old grace and new heaviness. She walked forward, each step a court in itself, and stopped at the terrace edge where root and stone shared duties. She raised both hands to the circlet at her brow and drew it off. The worked dusk metal flickered and then steadied, heavy and ordinary in her palms. She set it gently on the path as if leaving it at a friend’s door.
“I will not bind the hour,” she said, not shouting, not whispering, the way one tells a child yes. “I release my vow not to grieve.” She drew in a breath that seemed to tug at her ribs from the inside. “I will cry when crying comes, and I will not force the sky to hold its breath for me.” Tears ran down her face, not pretty, not transformative, simply water doing what it has done since rivers learned to fall.
The constructs, deprived of a certainty to feed on, melted as if rain had remembered them too accurately to let them keep pretending. Bows dropped with sounds that would bruise later. Captain Rhal stared at the circlet as if it had become a question with no wrong answer and therefore no reason to fight. He put his palm up, empty, and let it stay that way.
The sky, freed from the hand that had tried to keep it, stumbled into turning and then remembered its dance. The bruise lightened. The aurora above the Anvillands thinned into a ribbon and then a thread—Rowan caught himself thinking it, grimaced, and rephrased in his mind: a stream no one could dam for long. Stars pricked forward from day’s skirts earlier than usual, as if eager to knit themselves into new arrangements children would learn by lying on their backs and pointing.
Edda sagged. Rowan and Vare caught her with the choreographed clumsiness of people who have practiced being out of practice. Astra pressed her palms to Edda’s cheeks and was very nearly sobbing and did not apologize for it. “I am not done,” Edda rasped, which was also how she said thank you.
Marisel looked at Rowan as if he had become a mirror she trusted in poor light. “Teach me,” she said, and did not try to call that word a command.
They did not turn the surrender into a spectacle. Edda would not have had it. The Regent removed her riding gloves and knelt with Tamsin at the willow bank as if this were any household task that had acquired ceremony only because the person doing it had been trained to bow first and think later. Together they cupped soil, set a seed, and spoke: not grand oaths, but a plain promise to let light be changeable and to help hands that faltered. When they finished, the leaf that pushed free glinted against the gray mare’s shoulder. Someone laughed. Someone else began to cry in a way that startled them into smiling between tears.
Captain Rhal stood like a man on a deck that has shifted its weight. He did not know how to distribute himself. Vare walked to him. They did not clasp forearms. They looked at each other with the ruefulness of men who have learned the price of having been mostly right for the wrong reasons. “Go home,” Vare said, no malice in it. “Tell them to light their kitchens. Tell them we are not marching to the city. Tell them the hour spotted us and moved on.”
Rhal nodded once, twice, as if the motion might break if made quickly. “You will answer for this,” he said out of sheer habit. Then the habit fell away and left a man at dusk. “Or you will not. That will be someone else’s work.” He turned away to occupy himself with the practical, which had always been his refuge: unstringing bows, settling horses, stating to anyone who would listen that the next meal should be hot.
Rowan counted the rings: seventeen in the valley, two new on the ridge to the north where stony men had, against expectation, wept, and one by the willow where a sovereign had made a human sound. In his palm, three seeds remained. He kept one. He placed one in Astra’s small hand. The last he pressed into the Regent’s palm without theater. She closed her fingers around it with a sharp breath, as if a bird had fluttered under her skin and found a perch.
“Give it to someone in the city,” he said. “Someone whose window faces a courtyard. Someone who will let neighbors into their kitchen when a pot of soup smells too much like yesterday’s luck.” She nodded, no titles between them to be dented by the moment.
Night came not as a curtain but as a conversation, and for once everyone let it finish a sentence. Fires rose where hospitality wanted heat more than secrecy. The grove’s trees settled, not because they ceased to be needed, but because they had always preferred sharing to guarding. Edda, finally persuaded to lie down on a pallet beneath the great-spanning boughs, allowed Vare to clean the wound properly. He worked with blunt tenderness and a brine that pinched. “I have a village yet,” he said softly when he saw her watching him over the rim of pain. “There’s a boy I buried who deserves a lamp at his willow.” He grimaced at his own choice of word and corrected himself, “a small, steady flame.”
“You’ll go,” Edda said, letting her eyelids dip and then lifting them again because she mistrusted sleep the way old nurses mistrust silent children. “You’ll plant. You’ll teach. Come back with news.”
“I am better with tracks than with tales.” He taped the dressing as if afraid to hurt the air. “But I’ll try.” He looked across the terrace to where Astra had coaxed the guide to coil like a tame glimmer in her palm. “The child?”
“She is not a child alone,” Edda said. “She is a door that opened. Doors like to move once they learn they can. She will travel. She will also come home.”
Rowan sat with the great tree at his back and let his ear rest against the bark. The music of vows had changed. It no longer pressed like one river forced through a narrow defile. It ran in many channels that sang to one another at bends. He felt something loosen inside him where he had held too tightly to being the kind of keeper who saves by not letting go. His future was larger and messier. It felt like walking a ridge under stars, dangerous and right.
They rose into the new morning early. The sky turned with an awkward grace that made everyone grin helplessly as if at a toddler’s first dance. The Regent’s riders had thinned to a handful; the rest had accepted that orders could be carried on foot and that there were kinder work to be done on the way down. Marisel took leave of Edda without trying to make the parting sound noble. “I will lay flowers on my son’s stone,” she said. “I will tell him I tried to turn my pain into policy and failed. I will tell him why the failure is mercy.” She gave Astra an uncertain bow and waited, astonished, when the child returned it with the gravity of a teacher to a new student.
Vare saddled his horse and then unsaddled him again, deciding to go afoot for the first miles because hoofbeats announce intention. He clasped Rowan’s forearm this time, grip firm, not claiming. “When you go down-valley, stop at Bracken Hollow,” he said. “I want the children to see what not-hoarding looks like.” His mouth tilted. “Bring pears if you can.”
“I will bring seeds and a song,” Rowan said. “And I will listen more than I speak.” They shared a glance that said more than either’s mouths could handle and less than either man felt, which is how friendships often begin in places where vows have been hammered into shape.
Astra stood at Rowan’s shoulder with her shawl folded into a sling for the guide of light. “Where?” she asked, meaning the first road.
“North,” Rowan said, surprising himself. “There are villages tucked into the stone there that have learned to unfurl their mouths only for complaint. We can give them something to tend.” He looked back at Edda, who lifted a hand with all the strength of a queen blessing a risky expedition and all the gentleness of an old woman telling her boy to remember his scarf.
They left through the western gate, which had never been a gate until today. Behind them, the grove breathed like a sleeping house full of living souls. Ahead, the ridges stacked themselves into a path that would have to be learned again under every new sky.
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