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Once, the world burned for love.

And from its ashes, a story refused to die.

They say it began with a curse — two men bound by blood, war, and an impossible vow. A prince who ruled by the sword and a captive who carried the stars in his chest. Their names were whispered through centuries as Veres and Lirian, though even those syllables faded with time, eroded by wind and silence. What remained was not the crown, nor the kingdom, but the pulse between them — a heartbeat that the world itself began to echo.

When the curse ended, the land did not return to what it was. The soil still remembered their blood. Rivers still whispered their names to the reeds. Above all, three stars remained, locked forever in a line, as if the heavens had sworn to keep their secret long after men forgot. Empires rose beneath that silent constellation. Cities built themselves on its geometry. Scholars called it the Triad, priests called it the Crown, and lovers, when pressed by moonlight, simply called it the sign.

Centuries passed, and stories blurred into faith. The war of ash became a fable; the blood became a flower. Once a year, it blooms — crimson against the pale earth, untouched by frost or drought. The people call it The Prince’s Kiss. They do not know who the prince was, nor who received the kiss. Some say it was a farewell; others, a promise kept across lives. No scripture agrees. But every spring, when the bloom opens, the air turns warm with something older than memory — a tenderness that doesn’t belong to this age.

This is not the story of kingdoms anymore. It is the story of what endures when kingdoms are dust.

In the world reborn from ruin, no altars stand, no prayers are demanded. Children learn the count of four to pump water, not to summon gods. A city breathes without a throne, and its people live as if the act of building is the holiest rite. Yet, somewhere between the whisper of the wind and the soft curve of a blooming petal, the old rhythm lingers. The stars still align. The gate still hums. The flower still opens red as blood.

And if, on certain nights, the wind moves through the garden just right, it carries the faintest sound — not speech, not song, but a promise remembered:

“We are not gone. We only changed our names.”

That is how the legend of The Garden Beyond Time begins — not with a battle or a crown, but with the simplest of truths: that love, once born, learns the patience of the world. It grows roots in stone. It teaches even stars how to stay.

And so, when dawn breaks and light falls red and gold across the earth, the flower turns toward it, opening like a heartbeat that never stopped.

Because love, when it is true, never ends — it merely changes form and keeps the sky aligned.
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Chapter 1: The Silent World
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The road remembers feet better than names. I walk it anyway.

Dust lifts with each step and settles on the leather at my wrists. I keep my pack tight and my blade down. The ditches on either side hold weeds and glass. The wind moves the weeds. The glass stays. Someone hammered signs into the mileposts after the war—chalk letters, thick with good intentions. WATER → when the arrow still points the right way. If it doesn’t, I scrape the wrong line off with my knife and turn it.

A cart rattles up behind me. I stand aside. The driver doesn’t slow until he has to; the ruts force him. He leans from the plank seat, squinting against noon.

“You heading to Bellmere?” he asks.

“If the sign’s honest,” I say.

“It wasn’t last week.” He jerks his chin toward the cart bed. Rope ties a barrel in place; the slats creak. “Got three mouths back there and a dog that thinks it’s a god. We heard a well came back.”

“It did,” I say, though I don’t know. “They’ll need hands to keep it. Raiders like thirsty towns.”

He spits over the wheel. “They like everything.”

The child nearest the barrel peeks at me, then ducks when I look back. A bandage wraps her head. It’s too clean to be old.

“Bandits hit you?” I ask.

“Door fell on her,” the driver says. “We fixed it with a broom. Still bites. You armed?”

“Yes.”

“You know how to use it?”

“Yes.”

“Walk with us,” he says. “Or ahead. Make the road nervous.”

I walk ahead.

The mile marker with the chalk arrow lies thrown into the ditch a half hour later. A bootprint smears the point. I jump down, wedge the post upright with broken bricks, and draw a new arrow on its face. My hand finds the line steady. My throat tightens. I don’t know why. It feels like I’ve done this before—fixed a thing that pretended to be a law and made it obey. The feeling hurts. I breathe through it and keep walking.

Bellmere sits in a basin. The bell that gave it a name lies cracked, upside down, guarding a square of dry dirt from wind. People gather there as the cart clatters in. A woman with flour on her wrist counts sacks by tapping them. A boy with a broom blocks a stray dog from the well. The rope above the well is new. The pulley groans like a patient old man.

The woman sees my blade and stops counting. “If you’re selling protection, we can’t pay,” she says.

“I’m not selling anything,” I say. “I’ll draw water like anyone.”

Something eases in her shoulders, then tenses again when three men step from the alley. They keep hands loose and heads tilted like they want to look harmless. One wears a scarf that used to be blue. He smiles with the kind of smile that gets into rooms.

“Afternoon,” he says. “Heard the well sings again. Pretty sound.”

The woman taps a sack once more. “The ration board’s by the door,” she says. “First come, written down, pint a head.”

Blue Scarf’s smile widens. “Lists make people slow. Thirst makes people fast. We can help with speed.”

I plant a foot on the rope that marks the queue. “The rope helps just fine,” I say.

“Friend,” he says, turning the smile to me, “we run water up to the ridge. We brought buckets when your buckets were nightmares. We don’t want trouble. We want a third of the draw.”

He lifts his hand. Two others drift closer. They keep hands near belts. Their boots don’t squeak. They have practice.

The boy with the broom looks at me like I’m the broom’s older brother. My mouth says words I heard somewhere else, in a room that smelled like iron and prayer and heat. “Law spoken aloud binds cleaner than blood,” I tell Blue Scarf. “The board holds.”

He blinks. “Sounds like something a priest writes down to make starving polite.”

“Sounds like something we can all read when knives go quiet,” I say.

He rolls his wrist once. “Fine. Read this, then.” He reaches for the rope.

I move before his fingers touch it. I step into his space and put two knuckles into his wrist. The rope doesn’t stir. His hand jerks back. He laughs, not angry yet. The men behind him shift weight. They’ll come in two beats if he nods.

“Don’t,” I say.

He nods anyway. The first man on the left draws a small blade from a sleeve. The second reaches for mine. He doesn’t find it. I trap his hand and turn his thumb until his knee drops. The blade man steps into my shoulder; I swing the trapped arm into him. The dog decides to be a god and barks hard enough to rattle the well frame.

Blue Scarf drops the smile. He goes for the rope again because that string holds more than water. I kick his ankle sideways. He staggers. Someone gasps. The woman with flour lifts a ledger like a shield. The boy jams the broom under the bucket crank to lock it.

“Last chance,” I say.

“Who made you sheriff?” Blue Scarf says through his teeth.

“No one,” I say. “That means everyone gets to try.”

He shifts forward. A shadow falls over his boot. The driver from the road stands at my shoulder now without asking. Three other men slide in behind him. They hold hoes and nothing like patience.

Blue Scarf sees the angle change. He flicks a look past me toward the cart, toward the bandaged child. I hold still so he knows what will happen if he tries her.

He holds still too. Then he laughs like this was a game and he lost the joke. “Keep the list,” he says. “Keep your wisdom.” He looks at the rope and spits. “Ropes rot.”

“Then we tie new ones,” the woman says.

They go. They don’t hurry; that would admit a loss. They don’t run; this is not the last visit they plan. I keep my shoulders square until they turn the corner. The driver breathes out like a bellows. The boy with the broom lets the crank bite deeper into its notch and looks sobered by the way wood knows its job.

The woman lowers the ledger. “Name for the board?” she asks me.

“Rin,” I say, as I’ve said to strangers all year. The name fits only on the first try. On the second, the mouth wants a longer sound. I don’t let it out.

“Rin.” She writes with quick strokes. “We’ll trade you water for eyes on the road tonight.”

“Done,” I say.

“Lina,” she says, tapping her chest. “We’ve got stew at dark if the grain doesn’t insult me.”

“I’ll earn it,” I say.

“Already did.” Her tone makes the stew nonnegotiable. “You got people?”

“No.”

She looks at the bandage on the child hugged into the cart’s corner. “Find some,” she says, then goes back to counting sacks as if counting will convince the day to behave.

I find a plank and fix it to the lip of the well where the rope has chewed the wood. The plank steadies the crank. The boy watches and copies my stance. When the bucket comes up, he checks the knot with both thumbs. He nods as if his thumbs passed a test they set for themselves.

“Teach me the punch,” he says.

“First rule,” I say, tying off the rope. “Use your voice before your knuckles.”

“What do I say?”

“Hold,” I answer, and the word lands like it knows the dirt. “Then ‘Stop.’ Then the name if you know it. Names slow hands.”

“What if he doesn’t have a name?” he asks.

“He does,” I say. “Call him ‘you’ like he’s worth counting.”

He nods and practices saying “you” without sounding scared. He sounds like a boy trying to be a hinge that doesn’t squeak. It makes something in my chest twist and sit wrong until I breathe around it.

In the afternoon I help string rope around the square. We anchor it to posts and doorframes, to the cracked bell’s lip, to old iron rings someone dug out of a wall. A man in a faded soldier’s coat climbs the bell and hammers a hook into a seam. He works slow and exact. I steady the ladder.

“You been a guard?” he asks.

“A long time ago,” I say, though my memory offers me only a heavy door and a rule about hinges. I know where to put the ladder without thinking. I know where a man’s weight should go when he lifts a hammer overhead. My arms set to the load like they’re glad to be told.

“You get that look when you tell men no,” he says down the ladder. “It doesn’t ask them how they feel.”

“Does it work?” I ask.

“Even when it doesn’t,” he says, “it makes the talk shorter.”

At dusk the stew behaves. Lina ladles it into bowls from a pot that hates to simmer but does it. Steam warms faces. People count on the rope with their hips as if it will hold more than bodies. We eat sitting on the bell’s skirt. The bandaged child sits on my good side and watches my spoon like it holds a story. I give her the last slice of carrot without words.

“You a pilgrim?” Lina asks.

“Not to a temple,” I say.

“Looking for work?”

“Looking for... something.” The word tastes wrong. I don’t know the shape of it. A man’s face hangs in my mind like a nail in a wall after the picture falls. I can’t catch it. I close my jaw before anyone hears the rattle.

The child tugs my sleeve. “You cry at night?” she asks.

I start. “Why?”

“You look like it,” she says, with the authority of children. “My uncle does. He says it’s because his wife slept under the red, back when the sky was sick.”

“I don’t cry,” I say. “I look at the stars.”

“You cry when you look at the stars?” she asks, triumphant.

Lina hides a smile. “Everyone cries when the three line up,” she says. “We pretend it’s the wind.”

“Is it?” I ask.

“Depends who you loved,” she says.

The words hit straight. I hold the bowl tighter. My hands feel like they remember being held, not holding. The feeling goes through me clean and leaves a hole. I don’t finish the stew.

The driver from the road drags a shutter across the inn door and sets a bar. I help him nail planks over the two lowest panes. When we finish, he tests the bar twice as if the wood should answer. It does.

“Sleep if you can,” he says. “I’ll take first watch.”

“I don’t sleep much,” I say.

He nods like a man who once served under someone who taught him not to. “Wake me if the quiet talks.”

The quiet talks.

Hours later, the square shrinks to the space inside the rope. The wind pulls at the bell’s lip and drops small sand into the seam. The dog patrols like a deity with short legs. The boy with the broom sleeps with the broom. I walk the line, check each knot, and press a palm to each post. The wood warms under my hand. It feels like a living thing that trusts me to be heavier than fear.

Stars claim the sky one by one. Two of them find each other early. The third takes its time. When it draws into place, something in me locks and releases. My eyes burn. I don’t fight it. I turn my head so my breath doesn’t wake anyone and wipe my face with the heel of my hand. The tears are just water. The feeling under them is not.

A door hinges. I reach for the handle without looking and keep it still so it won’t squeal. The person on the other side pauses. They don’t push.

“Rin?” a voice whispers through the seam.

I don’t know the voice, but my ribs know it. My hand flies to my throat. The skin there hums for one blind second. I open the door a thumb’s width. The driver stands outside with his coat around his shoulders and his eyes on the stars.

“Couldn’t sleep,” he says. “Figured you couldn’t either.”

“No,” I say, keeping my voice even. “Walk the line with me.”

We walk it twice. He talks about the road and the dog and the way buckets become arguments when men are tired. I answer when I should and keep the rest flat. After the second loop he yawns and gives in to the idea of a chair.

“Wake me if the quiet changes shape,” he says. “Sometimes it does.”

He goes in. I stay.

The wind picks up after midnight. It climbs the roofs and gums the corners. It tugs the rope as if it wants to learn its strength. I lean into it. My shoulders take the pressure. The rope holds.

I hear it then.

Not a step. Not the creak of a board. A breath that is not mine. A voice riding the air like someone talks from the other end of a long corridor and knows I will hear if I want to.

I don’t move. The dog lifts its head and doesn’t bark. The stars don’t blink. The wind threads between them and finds me.

I close my eyes, because whatever this is doesn’t need them. My hands open without my permission. My palms sting like I held something hot once and let it burn me willingly. The knot in my throat pulls tight and then loosens as if a thumb presses the right point. I don’t know why I smile. I don’t know why I want to fall to my knees and put my forehead to the stone.

The voice says the words I didn’t know I have been waiting to hear.

“Don’t be afraid. I’m right here.”
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Chapter 2: The Name He Forgot
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I wake to a ceiling of rough boards and a weight on my chest that isn’t cloth. Breath scrapes in and stays. I lie still until my ribs agree to move without complaint. The room smells of vinegar and smoke. Someone left a tin cup on a crate and a folded shirt at my feet.

A voice at the door says, “If you can sit, you can drink.”

I push up. My hands answer before my head does. The blanket slides off. A bandage wraps my torso, tight enough to argue. I peel it back until the air hits skin and stops at a mark just left of center: three pale stars, one above two, pressed into me like a brand that forgot the fire. I touch it. My fingers jump. The nerves there remember a story I don’t own.

“Easy,” the voice says. A woman steps in, sleeves rolled, a strip of linen clenched between her teeth. She pulls it free. “You were dead an hour. Then you weren’t. I don’t claim understanding. Drink.”

I take the cup. The water tastes of tin and life. “Where am I?”

“Half-mile out of Rimeford’s south gate. I run the field house. You had a soldier’s coat and a beggar’s purse. Pick one next time.”

“What happened to me?”

“You stopped.” She cocks her head. “Heart paused, then hit the door again. I’ve seen men choose to go; you didn’t. You clawed back like the job insulted you.” She nods at the mark. “That wasn’t there before the stopping.”

“How would you know?”

“Because I cut your shirt off myself.” She gestures at the folded cloth. “It still owes me thanks.”

I set the cup down. “What do I owe you?”

“You can owe me nothing and leave,” she says. “Or owe me one day of carrying—wood, water, men who pretend to be lighter than they are.”

My legs test the floor. They decide not to drop me. “I’ll carry.”

She points at a stack of slats. “Then start.”

I carry. The weight steadies my breath. The field house sits on a rise with a view of the road. Carts roll through the gate, slow and mean. A boy limps, jaw set. I take his pack and keep the stride. He grunts once and doesn’t thank me; good. Thanks break a line when you need the line to hold.

By noon my shirt sticks to my back. The three-star mark burns when the sun finds it. I press the heel of my hand there and feel a beat that isn’t mine. I keep working.

The woman watches me over the rim of a ledger. “Name?” she asks when I return a stretcher to its hooks.

I open my mouth. Nothing stands there. I check the pockets of my mind like pockets on a borrowed coat. One is empty. One holds a shred: law spoken aloud binds cleaner than blood. Not a name. A rule.

“I don’t know,” I say.

She snorts. “Men forget wives. They forget debts. They don’t forget names.”

“Then I’m not a man,” I say. The line lands wrong and makes her grin despite herself.

“Fine,” she says. “Until it finds you, you can be ‘Hand.’” She jerks her chin toward the road. “Border town’s full of traders and trouble. Pick another name before night or someone will pick one for you.”

I finish the day and return the cup. The woman ties off a bandage on a sleeping man’s shoulder. “Avoid the east gate after dusk,” she says without looking up. “A crew there taxes memory. They’ll tell you you owe them for the air you can’t account for.”

“I can account for the air,” I say.

“Can you?” She hooks the last stitch and bites the thread. “You lost something. Don’t lose the rest bringing it back.”

I touch the stars and don’t answer.

Rimeford rises from dust and grudges. The wall sores with patchwork stone. A line drags at the gate where a clerk records names he won’t remember. I step aside for a woman who carries a child like a shield. The guard at the post looks bored until he sees my chest through the loose laces of the shirt. His eyes flick to the mark and away, like he saw the tip of a weapon and chose not to say it.

“Business?” he asks.

“Work,” I say.

“Strength?” He nods at my hands. “You passed the test of standing.”

“Enough,” I say.

He stamps my wrist with a wet circle. “Don’t bleed in the square. The baker hates mopping.”

I move through the market while the day packs itself. Stalls close with gestures that know the nails. A man sells rope by the foot. A girl sharpens a knife over a bowl so the filings fall where they belong and not where someone’s foot will argue. Two boys argue over a game with stones and squares chalked on the road. One cheats and the other sees and they keep playing anyway. The world likes to work even when it lies.

A shout crackles down the alley to my left. I turn before my mind gives permission. Three men hold a fourth against a wall. The fourth keeps his head down and his hands open so they see he chose not to escalate. One of the three digs fingers into the man’s shoulder like he intends to tax bone.

“This block’s under our watch,” the biggest says. He wears a scarf the color of a bruise. “Ten coppers per head to pass. Twenty if you forget to look grateful.”

The man against the wall says, “I don’t have—” and winces when the fingers bite.

I step in. I don’t speak until the angle is mine. My hand lands on the wrist that grips the shoulder. I squeeze once, just enough to teach a tendon it can lose.

“Let go,” I say.

The scarfed man turns his head. He smiles the way men smile when they count you into their story. “Brother. We’re collecting in advance. Saves time later.”

“Let him go,” I say.

“Why?” he asks, reasonable.

“Because the road owes more than you,” I say. The words jump out like they were waiting. “Because the gate already took its bite.”

He looks down at my hand on his man’s wrist. “You know the rules here?”

“Better ones than yours,” I say.

He shrugs. “Then show me.”

His other man moves first, as if glad to be needed. He reaches for my throat. My shoulder turns. My elbow knocks. Bone answers with a dull sound. He folds. The grip on the fourth man loosens. I hear a hiss, feel a knife sweep air where my ribs were. I step into it, not away, and jam my forearm into the knifeman’s forearm. The tip skitters off my belt buckle. He tries to recover. I break the rhythm with a knee.

The scarfed man slides back a step. His hands stay visible. He measures, not afraid yet, calculating like a clerk who prefers blood.

“Enough,” I say.

“You owe us for the lesson,” he says.

“You owe me for letting you walk,” I say.

He shows teeth. “Who are you to let me anything?”

“I don’t know,” I say. “But I know this: if you come back for him, you pay full.”

He looks at the fourth man like he’s a ledger entry gone wrong. Then he tilts his head, the way a man marks a problem for later. He gathers his two and leaves.

The man against the wall breathes out. He is younger than I thought, hair tied back with a leather strip, palms scraped. He adjusts the strap on a pack that has seen roads and nights.

“Thanks,” he says. “Name’s Jaro.”

“Hand,” I say before I can stop it.

He squints. “That’s a job.”

“It does the work.”

He nods at my chest. “Your shirt forgot to hide something.”

I pull the laces tighter. “It’s clean,” I say. “It doesn’t matter.”

“It matters to someone,” he says. He jerks his chin toward the west. “There’s a square where men who don’t want to sleep talk until they do. If you want a place that won’t cheat you for stew, try the bell. Look for rope. People who tie rope right rarely lie.”

He goes. I follow the smell of onions and the sound of a bell that doesn’t ring. The square holds a cracked bell on its side with plates bolted to its lip. A rope line runs from post to post, neat and firm. An inn sits behind it with shutter bars that fit. Men lean on the rope and tell their bodies not to fall. A woman with flour on her wrist writes in a ledger and dares anyone to argue with her ink.

I stand by the rope until my shoulders lose the fight they engage in every time I stop moving. The mark on my chest hums like it likes being near the square. I rub it once, angry at the way it leads.

“New?” the woman asks, eyes on her column of names.

“Yes,” I say.

“You eat?”

“If I can pay.”

“Pay with hands. You can stack, shift, or shut up,” she says. She lifts her eyes. “You look like a man who can do two.”

“Three,” I say.

“Stack those barrel lids behind the bell,” she says, and goes back to her list.

I work until the lids stop wobbling. A small dog circles me with the gravity of someone who expects worship. I let it sniff my fingers and don’t flinch when it decides I passed. People here test with rope, ledger, animal; it feels honest.

“Watch your flank,” a voice says behind me.

I turn. The man who said it stands with one hand on the rope and the other loose at his side. He wears a plain coat and a posture that belongs to men who know where doors fail. His gaze runs over the square and keeps count. When it returns to me, something under my ribs stutters and finds a new beat. My skin tightens under the laces at my chest.

“You were open to the alley,” he says. He steps closer, not in challenge, exactly, but close enough that our shoulders would touch if I leaned wrong. He nudges my foot with his boot, dragging it half a span. “Here. Now if someone grabs the bell lip, you won’t clip your own knee when you turn.”

My body recognizes the correction and internalizes it. I should hate that. I don’t. “Thanks,” I say. The word comes too soft. I clear my throat. “You run the square?”

“No one runs it,” he says. “We hold it. The rope helps.”

I look at his hands. The knuckles wear scars that know small rooms. “Name?” I ask.

“Rin,” he says.

Every breath I took today moves to make space for that sound. It drags through my chest and scrapes my throat before it leaves. I rest my palm against the shirt where the stars lie and find sweat, heartbeat, and a pull that burns but doesn’t bruise. The world hushes in a way that feels orchestrated. He doesn’t flinch at the weirdness. He just watches like he logs consequences.

“Hand,” I say, because I planned it and I have nothing else. The lie sits in my mouth like a rock. I swallow around it.

“Hand,” he repeats, as if trying the weight of it. He looks at my boots, my stance, the way I favor the right ankle. “You’ve seen fights,” he says. “You keep your jaw still when men swing.”

“So do you,” I say.

“Someone had to,” he says without humor. He points with his chin at the inn door. “We need shoulders for a beam. It sticks when the air goes wet. You up for it?”

I step with him toward the door. The beam sits like a stubborn tooth above the threshold. He sets his hands, not asking for help but using it when it arrives. We lift. The beam moves a finger’s width, then more. It slots into its seat with a sound that satisfies something old in both of us.

“Again?” he says.

“Again,” I say.

We lift twice more. The wood settles. He tests the swing. The door obeys. He nods once and I realize I’ve been waiting for that nod since I woke on the boards.

“Eat,” the flour woman says, appearing at our elbows. She pushes bowls into our hands with the authority of gods and a cook. “Talk after.”

We sit on the bell’s lip. Rin eats like a man who doesn’t lie to his own stomach. I try to do the same and fail; my appetite fights my nerves. He notices without peering. He leans his elbow on his knee and watches the square. The dog patrols. The rope holds. The light falls in clean lines.

“Where’d you come from?” he asks.

I search for a map in the blank of my mind and find none. I find the rule again, the one with law and blood, and a sense of a room where a lamp held steady because someone told it to. I find heat and a knife and a mouth that said my name in a way that gave it weight. I don’t find the name.

“I don’t know,” I say.

Rin doesn’t fill the quiet. He lets it do its job. “Then where are you going?” he asks.

“Here,” I say, and surprise myself with how true it lands. “For now.”

“Work at dawn,” he says. “We tie lines, check knots, keep dumb accidents from becoming stories. If you stay, you count with us.”

“I’ll stay tonight,” I say. “I’ll count.”

We finish the bowls. He stands and offers to take mine. I give it over. His fingers brush mine. The contact burns, not like fire, not like pain, but like recognition sudden enough to scare. I swallow and step back before any part of me makes the mistake of reaching.

He sets the bowls on a crate, then faces me square. His eyes hold steady. They don’t test; they witness.

“You look like you forgot something,” he says.

“Yes,” I say.

“You want it back?”

“Yes,” I say again, and the word feels like a promise I made before.

The square dims. A watchman lights a lamp and shields it with a hand. The flame steadies. Rin’s mouth curves, not a smile yet, but the beginning of one trained by years of refusing to waste the real thing.

He nods once toward the stars beginning to show. “Sometimes they help,” he says.

“Sometimes they hurt,” I say.

“They can do both,” he answers.

I step closer without deciding to. The rope brushes my hip. The bell cools under my palm. I don’t know what I expect him to do. He doesn’t move away.

“Have we met?” I ask.

“Maybe,” he says. His gaze lifts to the first three points fixing in a line. “In another life.”
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Chapter 3: The House of the Wind


[image: ]




––––––––

[image: ]


The square empties fast after last call. I run the rope through my hands and check each knot until my palms stop itching. The bell keeps its weight. The shutters hold. The dog circles twice and flops under the bench as if the ground owes him a bed. I nudge a beam into its cradle and call it good.

Arien stands by the post where morning lists go. He has the look men wear when their bodies outpace their names. He keeps his weight forward like he expects trouble to prefer his chest. The shirt he borrowed gapes at the neck. I see a mark when he shifts: three pale points on his skin, one above two. He ties the laces tighter without thinking. I file the detail and walk toward him.

“You want a roof?” I ask.

He scans the square. “If it won’t displace anyone who needs it more.”

“It won’t,” I say. “I have a room two alleys over. Wind goes through it. Keeps the worst of the heat down when it tries a mood.”

He nods. “I can pay with work.”

“You already did,” I say. “You can pay tomorrow.”

He doesn’t argue. Good. I lift the bar on the side gate and lead him out. We cut south where the cobbles forget their duty. He steps around holes without looking down, like his feet remember a map. I test him once with a dead turn; he reads it and stays off my heel. He doesn’t talk. He counts breaths.

My building leans on a corner as if it trusts the cross street to hold it up. The door swells when the air goes wet, so I keep a wedge under the mat. I kick it into place, set my shoulder, and push. The door obeys on the second try. I catch the hinge where it catches the frame. Arien reaches past me and slides the wood up a finger’s width. The hinge releases with a soft sound.

“You’ve done that before,” I say.

“Doors like to lie,” he says.

Inside, the single room admits a table, a shelf with three bowls, a cot, and a trunk that fights its own lid. The window rarely fits, so a crossbar keeps it honest. I hang a hook from the ceiling where the rope loops. The rope takes the load. The wind finds the gap and works through clean.

“You take the cot,” I say. “I’ll take the floor.”

He shakes his head. “We can share the floor.”

“I’m not a guest,” I say. “You are.”

“I won’t sleep much,” he says. “I can take first watch.”

“This isn’t a barracks,” I say, but I leave a space beside the window anyway. I stack two folded blankets there so a body can sit and see the square and the mouth of the alley. I lift the lid of the trunk, pull out a spare shirt, and toss it to him. “Yours looks like it picked a fight with a nail.”

“It lost,” he says. He tests the seams of mine with his thumbs like a man who hates tearing what feeds him. He turns his back and changes. The three-point mark flashes pale again and pulls something tight in my chest. The shape of it drains my breath. I look away and count to three.

He settles by the window. I set water on the table and notch the door from the inside with a wedge I carved from an old stair. The wedge bites. The room claims us. I take the cot like I said I would. He watches the alley with his hands relaxed on his knees, which is another kind of readiness.

“Wake me at second bell,” I say.

“You sure you trust me to be here at second bell?”

“If you leave, the wedge will tell me,” I say. “If you stay, the city will count one less thing missing. Both help.”

He nods. I strip my boots and set them heel to heel under the cot. I stash the knife where my hand will find it without thinking. He notes the motion and looks back at the alley. He doesn’t ask where I learned to do that. Men who learned it don’t always want to talk about the class.

Wind moves. I breathe until the room’s edges grow blunt. Sleep comes like a door that finally listens. The dreams hide for an hour.

When they come, they don’t flirt. They seize. Heat crushes the air out of the room and drops it in my mouth as ash. A lamp burns near a pallet. Metal tastes like it wants a prayer. A line of light sits at a man’s throat like a fine scar that never closes. I hold a door closed with my shoulder while men argue outside about what a body owes a crown. The lamp leans in a gust and rights itself. I say words to it the way a commander says them to a soldier who got clever at the wrong time.

You are not allowed to make this a miracle. We did the work. You hold it.

Hands grab the wedge. The door shakes. I turn and walk back to the bed because I can’t watch a door break and a man bleed at the same time. My feet cross a line in the floor where ash gathered until someone learned to sweep. I sit. I count. I cup a face with a palm that thinks the world can be bullied into staying.

Don’t go, I tell a mouth that knows law better than breath. Not yet. Not here.

Blood runs under my fingers. It spreads deliberately, like ink. The man breathes in small exact pulls. He opens his eyes on the fourth and finds me. The room stops lying for one count.

“Veres,” I say aloud in the dream, and wake to the name filling my mouth for real.

I move without knowing I moved. The cot pushes my shoulder. The knife bites the rail. My breath drags hard. I grip the edge of the mattress and then the wood frame of the window until the corners cut my skin and argue me into this room. The dream lingers, heavy as a hand on my neck.

Arien stands from the watch station in the same heartbeat I do. His body goes alert and stays steady. He doesn’t leap; he holds. He crosses to me in two steps and stops where I taught him to stop earlier when I slid his foot on the square. He doesn’t touch me. He looks at my hands. He looks at my face.

“You said a name,” he says, low.

I swallow. My throat hurts like I shouted all night. “I know,” I say. “Sorry.”

“Don’t be.” He reaches toward the water and hands me the cup the way a man hands another his weapon after cleaning it. “Drink.”

I drink. The wind works through the rope and cools the back of my neck. The room returns piece by piece: table, hook, trunk, the sound the wedge makes when the door shifts. I set the cup down and keep my hand on the rim to anchor the now.

“Bad dream?” he asks.

“Yes,” I say. A muscle jumps in my jaw. “They’ve been quiet a while. They came back.”

“Because of me?” he asks. There’s no vanity in it. He wants a list he can meet with his chest.

“Maybe,” I say. The truth tastes hard, but there it is. “I don’t know.”

He lets that be true without lifting it into anything bigger. “You said a name,” he repeats. “Veres.”

The name thuds in the small room and strains the wedge in the door like a push. I look at the mark on his chest and look away. I don’t tell him it belongs to the same rhythm as the name. I don’t tell myself, either.

“I don’t know who he is,” I say. “I only know I had to say it.”

Arien shifts his weight like he wants to go to the door and check it again. He doesn’t. He stays with me. “Do you want me to leave?” he asks.

“No,” I say fast, before manners ruin the decision. “I want you to stay on that chair and tell the room it’s fine.”

He nods. He sits. He puts his feet flat. He plants his hands on his thighs and steadies them as if he can convince the wood to be a better day than the last one. He doesn’t look heroic. He looks employed by the present. The air around my ribs loosens.

He watches me and drinks only when I drink again. I stretch the cramp out of my fingers. I set the knife back on the cot slat where it belongs. The dog snorts under the table and resumes his belief that nothing can hurt him.

“I’ll wake you at second bell anyway,” I say. “No one stands a room all night without paying for it.”

“I can,” he says. He says it without heat. He says it like a man who has and kept the receipt.

“I don’t ask that from anyone here,” I say. “We hold as a line.”

He tips his chin toward the window. “You run a line like a captain.”

“We don’t use ranks,” I say. “We use rope.”

His mouth pulls at one corner. “Rope taught me more than ranks ever did,” he says.

The wind rises, drops, and steadies. My pulse follows. I lie back on the cot with my boots off and one hand on the knife anyway. He faces the alley and counts his breaths loud enough that I can borrow one now and then. The rope creaks in a way I know means the square will see a dry morning.

“Second bell,” he says without turning.

“Second bell,” I echo, and let sleep try again.

When it finds me, it treats me better. The lamp stays upright. The door holds. The bandage over a man’s heart lies clean. I watch a city breathe and help it count when it forgets. The name doesn’t press my mouth. It sits back and waits.

The bell at the square coughs the hour. I wake and reach the watch spot on my feet. Arien stands and gives me his seat without question. He looks like he slept in short pieces and used each one to sand something rough. He rubs the back of his neck and checks the wedge. The wedge reports quietly.

“I’ll take it,” I say.

He nods and crouches by the trunk. He pulls a heel of bread from under the shirts and splits it with a knife that he must have put there while I slept. He passes me half and eats his in small disciplined bites. He looks at the rope, not the bread. I chew because men are watching and they need us to act like food has work outside of grief.

A step scrapes in the alley. Arien moves without letting the chair complain. I raise a hand to stop him. The step belongs to Old Garen, who fixes spokes and knows how far sound travels before it starts lies. He nods to both of us and hooks a hand in his cap.

“Morn,” he says. “One of your signs fell. I’ll hammer it straight if you want.”

“Take the ladder by the bell,” I say. “Jaro owes me a hammer. He’ll give you one if you say I said so.”

Garen goes. Arien watches him until the alley swallows his back.

“You know everyone,” he says.

“Only the ones who step on the right cracks,” I say. “The others introduce themselves later with decisions.”

He huffs once, almost a laugh. He stands by the window while I take the chair. The first carts knock into the square. Rope pulls. Men bring buckets. Women bring lists. We’ll tie three new lines before noon and fix the pulley where the groove tries to eat its own lip. I set the day in my head and file him into it.

“You can sleep now,” I say. “Or you can come mend hinges. Your choice.”

“Hinges,” he says. “Sleep makes itself. Hinges need hands.”

We move. He lifts the beam at the door again with me without telling the muscles in his neck to lie. He holds a nail while I hammer and doesn’t flinch when the head skims him. He learns Jaro’s name. He thanks Lina without ceremony. He corrects the angle on a brace with his thumb and proves the fix by bearing weight. He keeps checking the alley with the same casual precision he gives to the door.

My dream stays where it belongs for the rest of the morning. It leaves a ghost hand at my throat. When the sun climbs, the mark on his chest shows again for a breath, and the ghost hand presses once, warning or promise, I can’t tell.

At midday we eat at the bell. People sit where the shade lands. The dog parks himself between Arien’s boots and closes his eyes like he signed a treaty. Lina drops a slab of fried batter on my bowl and taps the rim when I hesitate.
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