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      Welcome to Esk!

      

      Windfall is a short novelette introducing the town of Esk, the setting of many of my cosy fantasy romances.

      

      It is a cosy slice-of-life romance with low stakes, low angst, and one fade-to-black scene. There are mentions of past troubles and strife, and a brief mention of past parental death.

      

      This novelette uses Australian/UK English spelling and conventions, which may differ slightly from those familiar to US readers.
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      The wind whistles through the open train window, as jaunty as a spring morning. Mor tsks at it, because it is not spring, and he is not feeling jaunty. He slumps back in his seat and kicks his feet up onto the opposite seat. His boots leave a smear of travel mud on the upholstery.

      He has the compartment to himself, which is nice. It had cost him all the coin he had left on him to purchase the ticket, which is less nice. The omens and portents he follows around the world have very little respect for his purse. Lately he’s been thinking they have little respect for him, either.

      Esk. Honestly.

      There’s not a soul in the archipelago that doesn’t know about Esk. Even the villagers in the wind-tossed far corners know about Esk. Mor has been in the furthest, most inhospitable corners of the isles and still has tripped over an old copy of Esk’s Society Papers, or a book by a popular novelist, or a faded aethergraph of some airguard hero or another.

      Mor has never had any desire to visit. Give him goatherds and fishing folk before he has to wrangle flocks of the finely mannered.

      There is a fresh copy of the latest Society Papers on the little side table of the compartment, left by a previous passenger. The headline, in thick, brown ink, declares Heir Remains Missing, Third Year Absent. There is an aethergraph of a doe-eyed young man with a honey-sweet smile. Someone has left a cup mark on his face.

      Mor flips it over. Figures. His opinion of Esk is not improved by learning that it couldn’t even keep track of a man who looks as docile as a pet rabbit.

      He hadn’t resisted the pull of the portents when they’d led him in this direction. He trusts them too much for that. But he is side-eyeing them with great feeling.

      He pulls a creased pamphlet from his pocket. He’d picked it up in Elmont, a port town at the northern tip of the main island. Esk, the sailors had said, grinning. Aye, it’s a treat. Apples and kisses, is Esk.

      Everyone talks of the town with pride, as if they have some personal hand in its greatness. Even though Esk is a tiny speck in a vast archipelago, it burns the brightest. Only the best and greatest go to Esk, and as a result, everyone thinks it is the best and greatest. After a lifetime of hearing about it, he’s sure it can only be a disappointment.

      The edges of the pamphlet are worn from his fingers, back and forth, and when he unfolds it to better see the map, parts of the ink are worn away from the crease lines. Still, he’s memorised the map as well as he can. He doesn’t enjoy going into unknown places ill-equipped, not if he can help it. You never know when you have to run for safety or find a safe place to hide for a night.

      The wind’s whistle softens, becomes a sort of crooning.

      “Oh, you can shut up,” Mor says. He says it in an obscure western dialect, because he’s feeling crotchety, and the sharpness of the words feel better in his mouth than the round consonants of the common speech. The wind doesn’t care, in any case. It speaks a language of its own.

      Mor is good at languages, both the languages of people, and the languages of the world as it breathes secrets at him. He listens and looks and finds the things no one else can understand. He can read the soil and the skies, the birdsong and the patterns in rocks split open by the river. In apple seeds and spring blossom.

      But he’s always been best at understanding the wind.

      And right now, it’s being a right trial.

      “No, I don’t want to hear it.” He shifts forwards and slams the compartment window closed. The space is instantly warmer and no longer damp with the breath of rain. The further south the train goes, the thicker the clouds and the heavier the rain.

      The wind has been whispering at him for weeks now. Each morning he wakes to his omen-sense stirring and the wind easing east, and then south. Travel, it says. Move.

      If Mor ever woke to the wind blowing west, he’d know he’d found a place to stay. A home. But he’s never woken to wind blowing west, and he’s stopped believing he ever will.

      Instead, the wind brings him other things.

      Fortune. And luck and joy and warmth and riches. Well, it doesn’t ever say riches, exactly, but what else could bring Mor warmth and joy?

      He doesn’t know if his fortune lies in Esk, or beyond it. All he knows is that a ticket to Esk was as far as his meagre coin could take him. If he wants to go further, he’ll have to find wages to get him there. He only hopes it doesn’t take too long.

      “I’m following your trail, so stop hassling me,” he adds, jabbing a fingertip at the cold window. It leaves a trail down the condensation, and beyond it, the world is a crisp swirl of speeding forest and lake. It’ll be night by the time he gets to Esk, and he thinks he’ll likely be sleeping on the streets. He’ll have to find somewhere out of rain.

      The wind chirps at the window, restless in its cheer, and he revises that thought.

      He’ll take rain, if only he can find somewhere away from the bloody wind.
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      The train sways as it draws up at the station. It’s a soothing sort of motion, only Mor is rattled right through. He clenches his hands in his pockets, fingers creasing the worn pamphlet, and tries to take a calming breath.

      He doesn’t like big cities.

      And, well, Esk isn’t the biggest. The port town was larger. He’s been in towns larger. It’s only that Esk is so much more than the number of honey sandstone buildings, all neatly capped in weathered tile and chimney stacks so ornate they seem to be competing with one another. Even under the cover of night, it has a presence. It lights up the world like a festival lantern.

      That’s what it is, really. Esk is the archipelago’s festival lantern, forever lit and forever burning.

      The train curls in alongside the dark, fleeting waters of the River Lune. There are golden aetherlamps strung along the station’s eaves, matching the soft aetherlight in train compartments.

      Gods, but Mor had hoped there’d be a rest from the constant aether of the train once he was off it, only when he steps out onto the platform, he realises that every breath he swallows is soaked in aether. Esk is dripping in it.

      Aether is the archipelago’s most valuable source of light and power. It is found in natural upwellings and stormbeasts, mostly. But there is nowhere in the archipelago where it is as strong, or gathered as thickly, as in Esk.

      “Good evening,” says a station attendant. They’re dressed in a neat green outfit, matching the other porters and assistants. “Are you new to Esk?”

      Mor wonders how he knew. Maybe it was his gawping, or maybe it was the way he’d staggered under the aether hit. He’d always been a bit more sensitive to the stuff than others, but it hadn’t ever been a problem.

      He suspects it’s going to be a problem now.

      “Yes,” he says.

      The attendant nods and fusses with their belt pouch. A moment later, and Mor is the owner of yet another pamphlet, this one thicker and bound with green stitching.

      “Everything you’ll need to know is in there. There is a tram line right through that arch that’ll take you to the heart of the old town. If you’re heading over-river to the university quarter, you’ll want to change at the square.”

      It means nothing to Mor, but he smiles, and nods, and thanks them. He trails after the departing crowd and follows them onto the cramped seats of the waiting tram. It’s like a smaller train carriage, only there’s no compartment and just a single row of benches down each side. Most just stand, holding onto the brass cross-bars above.

      Mor grips a post, avoids eye contact, and tries to breathe through his sudden weariness. He can’t tell if it’s the travel, or the aether of the tram, or both. The tram trundles off, and Mor watches the city grow around him.

      Sturdy ponies pull small carriages, each carriage painted in pale, lovely colours, and the sound of the hooves ring around the narrow streets. The tram moves at a slow pace, and people mill all about on the street.

      It’s a wonder no one is crushed beneath it. Mor blinks at the crowds. It’s night, but everything is lit golden. He’s never seen so much aetherlight. Each streetlamp, and window, and even inside the town carriages—it’s all lit with aether.

      He’d heard Esk was wealthy, but he’d never thought, not for a second, that this was what that wealth meant. He will not last long here. He’s pretty sure he couldn’t even afford a night in an inn, let alone a boarding house room for the month.

      The tram shudders to a stop and the crowd shifts and surges like a tide. He goes with them, stumbling out into the cold night. The cobblestones are slick and damp with a drifting rain, and they shimmer in the golden light. He pushes through to the edge of the street, gets his back against a stone wall, and fumbles for the booklet.

      A quick perusal by aetherlight, and he discovers he’s somewhere near the Lyceum. There are a few boarding houses nearby, and so he picks up his bag and goes to try his chances.

      The first boarding house has a fallen oak twig, still clustered with golden leaves, lying across the front step. Mor doesn’t even bother knocking. That means there is no welcome for him there.

      The next boarding house has no ill omens waiting, but the man who answers the door tells him firmly that there are no vacancies. “Head down the river a bit, lad,” he adds. “Esk is full to the brim this time of year.”

      “Not even for the night?”

      “Sorry,” the man says. “Full up.” He closes the door.

      Mor shoves his hand in his pocket, picks up his battered bag, and pushes back into the evening crowd. He sticks out like a rusted pin in a lacemaker’s cushion. Every figure on the street is a well-cut silhouette in rain-dusted coats and leather boots, and behind the windows of the pony-drawn town carriages, he spots silk and gems and glowing aetherglass.

      There’s a strong current to the flow, and he steers away from it. Down one lane, and rattling down a worn cascade of steps to another.

      He emerges into a dark street and finds a cat sitting in his path. It is as dark as the surrounding shadows, and it does nothing but watch him, eyes reflecting moonlight.

      A chill creeps down his spine. A black cat met at night. Fortune certainly isn’t being subtle, only he isn’t sure what it wants of him.

      He turns in his path and heads in the opposite direction. Weariness is snapping at his heels like an unwelcoming dog. Time, then, to find as dry a corner as he can, and hunker down until morning.

      The rain makes it a little unpleasant, and the aether steeped through all the stone is going to be a drag, but he’s spent half his life sleeping like this. He isn’t worried about that.

      He finds a small lane overgrown with grapevines in a thick canopy, and inside it is mostly dry, and out of the wind, and scented with the faint earth-and-green smell of cottage gardens. But it is cold. He doesn’t mind the cold, on the whole, but there is something about how cold stone seeps through the skin and through the bone, and leeches all the warmth away. He huddles into his jacket, his bag beneath his head as a poor pillow.

      His head aches. He can’t feel his left shoulder.

      When he closes his eyes, he can hear the ceaseless running murmur of the river, and the rattle of trams, back and forth, and the jangle of the ponies hauling the town carriages, and he wants to scream at it all to be quiet.

      But he does sleep, eventually. It’s a fitful doze, cold and conscious together, that ebbs at him as if weariness itself has sunk fangs into him and is drinking him down in lazy, drawn-out gulps.

      And then a boot in his side.

      It’s a gentle poke, not like the hefty kicks he’s weathered in the past, and he blinks. It’s dark, but a slice of pale light spills across the cobbles in drunken, shimmering paint-streaks.

      “You can’t sleep here.”

      Mor rolls onto his back, blinks up into the night. There’s a dark shape above him, hands in pockets, collar pulled high. The grape leaves rustle above him, and through the patchy autumn foliage, there is a bleeding, muted moon, half-drowned in misting cloud.

      “That’s all anyone says,” Mor mutters. “Leave me alone. I’ll be gone in the morning.”

      The shadow shifts. Mor wants this man to shove off, so he can go back to his cold and entirely unsatisfying sleep.

      “Get up,” the man says.

      Gods. What a bastard. Mor is in no mood to fight, nor to be manhandled, and so he rolls to his feet, clutching his bag tight under his arm.

      Upright, he can see the man’s face in the slice of light. A strong sort of face, and well-groomed. His ears are pierced, and Mor can’t say why he’s so fixed on that, only the little gems in his ears catch the light from the open doorway and shine like stars.

      Open doorway.

      Mor turns his head, and sees the door set in the wall, right into a cosy sort of hallway tiled in green.

      “Go on,” says the man. “Don’t want to stand out here all night.”

      “Me?” Mor backs up, wary.

      “Sure. Like I said, you can’t sleep here. It’s cold, and it’s going to rain harder before dawn.” He gestures ahead of him.

      With nothing better to do, and a mind too caught in sleep to do any practical thinking, Mor steps through the door.
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      Mor’s saviour is called Earle. It is a name that swirls around Mor’s mouth like a hard sweet, rolling from tongue to teeth. He assumes it is a family name, because Earle gives him no other.

      What he does give him is a cup of steaming hot tea, and a blanket to drape over his chilled shoulders, and a pair of slippers.

      Mor stares at the slippers for a long, long moment. They are barely worn, made of a plain, hardy wool weave. All of Earle’s house is plain and hardy. Earle is… well, he’s not plain. But he certainly looks like he could stand against a stiff breeze or two.

      He’s elegant about it, though. He moves cat-like, stalking around his house like a shadow, and even at the gods-forsaken time of night it is, he is sharp-eyed as he assesses Mor, head-to-toe. It leaves Mor feeling like a pocket that has been turned inside out and shaken down.

      “I’m not offering anything more than a bed,” says Earle, which is a hell of an opener, “but you’ve the choice of the armchair or sharing mine.”

      Mor casts a dubious look at the armchair. It’s a wooden, spoke-style chair, without a single cushion. He grimaces. It’s warmer than the wet cobblestones. “I’m covered in travel dust. I’ll take the chair.”

      Earle shrugs. “If the dust is the only problem, then wash up. It’s not the baths, but I do have a washroom.”

      And, well. Being clean and sleeping on a bed sounds like a dream. Mor shuffles into the washroom. It’s a tiny space, but it has a half-tub, a spindly shower head over the tub, a shaving stand and a basin. It is a gods-sent luxury.

      He strips down and washes the grit and dust from himself with what tepid water is left in the boiler. Earle must have turned it off hours ago, but it’s warmer than cold, and that’s more than Mor has had in weeks.

      Earle’s soap is scented like thyme.

      The scent dislodges something in his mind. A little kitchen garden, and warm soil beneath his toes, and a creaky wind-vane stuck in the parsley patch. Bruises on his arms from climbing the persimmon tree. A gap in his mouth where he’d knocked a milk tooth out tumbling down the hill by the creek.

      And beneath it all, home. A soft, steady heartbeat of a home. A home that didn’t move or shift, a home he never had to leave.

      Gods, Mor hasn’t thought of that place in years. Hasn’t let himself think of it. And now he’s exhausted through to the bone, soaked through, and crying while he clutches a stranger’s soap in a dirty bathtub. The wind tugs at the washroom window, rattling the glass. Mor wants to tell it to shove off, but there’s too much salt in his throat.

      There’s a soft touch to his shoulder. A towel settles over his dripping hair, and then a heavy hand is pressing to his back. Earle gives him a wordless rub from neck to tailbone. Once, twice.

      It’s so soothing that Mor’s breathing catches, and steadies, and stays.

      “Don’t know if you’ve clean clothes in that bag of yours, so I laid out a nightshirt,” Earle says. “I’m off to bed now. Sleep where you will.”

      And he goes.

      Mor doesn’t know what to do. Usually, when someone put their hands on his naked body, they meant to do something with it. And with Earle’s strong, steady touch, Mor wouldn’t have half minded.

      Instead, he pulls on the borrowed nightshirt and trots back out into the flat in a daze. It’s dark, the fire remaining unlit. A single, low glow of light comes from the adjoining room.

      Earle is stretched out on a bed, facing the wall. His back is a broad lump under the blanket. Beside him is another blanket and a pillow.

      Earle must still be awake. No one falls asleep that fast. But he lies as still as a sleeper as Mor curls up beside him, and the pillow under Mor’s cheek smells like thyme.

      He blinks, sleep rising fast and vicious through him. Through the window, through the darkening of his sleep-caught vision, he watches the dark shape of a tree in the wind. It leans to one side, and then, with a shiver, it blows back the other way. And that whisper of a sensation creeps through him, that sense that tells him to pay attention.

      A turning wind. A shifting fate. A new path, or a wrong one.

      Esk isn’t his destination. It’s a crossroads.
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      Mor always feels more alive in the mornings. More full of everything. But he’s used to waking under dew-dripped trees, or damp hay sheds, or sculleries, or draughty boarding houses full of other travellers. The sort of places he’s itching to leave before he even finishes yawning.

      But he wakes warm.

      He wakes with a solid weight pressed up against his body, the sort of warmth that he wants to have sink through him, wrap around his every breath. He wants to steal that warmth and make it his own. He wants to burrow as deep into the sheets as a pine marten burrows into the winter soil. He wants to roll his face into thyme-scented linen and fall back into oblivion.

      It’s dangerous, that he wants.

      So despite his exhaustion still clinging like an unwelcome spiderweb, he shuffles to his feet and out to the main room. It’s dawn, because Mor’s body is long conditioned to be up with the sun. Sleeping late in strange places never ends well for anyone.

      Earle’s flat is a poky place. Mor sticks his head out the door to find a landing and a steep flight of stairs that he barely remembers stumbling up last night. A small kitchen provides him with a stove he does not know how to use, a kettle that is still half-full, and a box of currant-studded buns.

      He cracks the kitchen window, and the wind is blowing east. It curls in like a dog that has been left outside, and tugs at his hair, reproachful.

      “Quiet, you,” he says.

      There’s no sign of the turning wind of the night before, but he knows what he saw. Something is coming, and he doesn’t know if leaving will avoid it, or bring it closer. He never really knows. He only ever hopes.

      Usually, he runs. So far, it’s mostly worked out.

      He fetches himself a currant bun and crouches by the stove. It’s a wood-burning stove, so he supposes he has to find some wood to get a cup of tea. The currant bun, thankfully, is still soft, and doesn’t need the aid of tea to stop it sticking in his throat.

      A rattling mewl has him turning. There is a cat in the doorway to the kitchen, sleek and loam-black. It blinks at him, placid.

      A strike-beat of alarm runs through him. It is, he is sure, the cat from the night before. He doesn’t know what to do. If he knew where there was salt, or fresh thyme, then he’d try to banish it, but the only thing he has to hand is a half-eaten currant bun.

      Then Earle appears, stepping over the cat without a care.

      “Move,” he says, his voice a thorn-scratch of sleep. “I’ll light the stove.”

      Mor shuffles back a space, then sits on the kitchen tiles, folding his legs up to make room. He keeps a wary eye on the cat, but it only curls up in the space beside the stove, purring. “Did I wake you?” he says. “I’ll pay you for the bun.”

      Earle makes another scratch of a noise as he gets the fire lit. “I can spare you a bun,” he says. “And no. I wake at this time to get the shop open.”

      Mor shoves the rest of the bun into his mouth and does away with it before Earle can change his mind. He doesn’t really have the coin to pay for it. The grand total of his pockets is two acorns that hit his hood a month back and a crushed leaf of mountain ash. The acorns might be good luck, possibly, but Esk isn’t a village stuck in a mountain shadow. They don’t follow the older ways, and he won’t be able to barter fortune and luck here.

      But unless he wants to walk the rest of the way south—he doesn’t—he’s going to need enough coin to buy a train ticket onwards.

      Earle makes a pleased hum, and the stove glows with molten brightness before he closes the hatch. “Tea won’t be long. Would you mind making it?”

      Mor doesn’t, so he fetches down a teapot and scoops tea leaves while Earle shrugs on a dressing gown and goes downstairs to get the boiler going. By the time he’s back, Mor has two cups of strong tea on the table.

      “Let me guess. North?” he says, after a sip.

      “North-ish,” corrects Mor. “With a hefty lean east. But that was long ago.”

      “Mm. You make tea like a northman.” He doesn’t elaborate, but Mor gets the sense that it isn’t a compliment.

      Mor drains the last of his cup. The tea sits bitter and hot at the back of his throat in a way that Mor’s been missing. Too much cold, watery tea, lately. “Thanks for the bed. It was better than the cobblestones.”

      Earle sips. “I’m concerned that you felt that needed to be said.”

      Mor ducks his head. He’s certainly slept in beds that he’d have preferred the cobblestones to.

      “What’re you intending to do in Esk?”

      “It wasn’t so much intent as it was the end of the ticket,” Mor admits. “I’m going southwards. I could only afford a ticket to Esk. I thought I’d earn enough coin here to travel on.”

      “Might be tough. Look, head to the remedial baths. You can get a hot bath for free, and there’s a laundry across the street that’ll have your clothes washed and dried while you soak.”

      “I read the pamphlet,” Mor says. “Do they make all you Esk folk learn an induction for hapless travellers?”

      Earle’s laugh is scratchy, too. Like a warm woollen scarf. “It’s more that the baths are the first thing we Esk folk do, most days, too. Trust me. Go to the baths.”

      Mor doesn’t trust him, but he does gather his things and head to the baths. The remedial baths are an entire complex sitting beside a stone wall so ancient that Mor can only guess it is a remnant of whatever ancient city stood here before Esk. The forest over the wall is dark as deep waters, and the same shifting, restless green.

      The entrance to the baths has two stone statues guarding it. Someone has piled flowers in the cupped palms of the closest, like sweet offerings. And then Mor looks away from it to find an attendant hurrying towards him.

      She’s dressed in a light linen shift, rather like the statue, and her hair is braided in a pretty wreath around her head.

      “Good morning,” she says. Her cheeks are flushed with the steam from the baths. “You look in need of the baths.”

      Mor stares. “Pardon?”

      “You’re pale as milk. Aether sensitive, are you? It can be hard for those fresh to the town. A soak will set you right. Here, come and I’ll set you up in a private spot.” She ushers him into a changing room where all sorts are stripping off, changing into linen shifts.

      There are handsome partitions, wood carved like tangled forest, but there isn’t really anything stopping anyone looking, other than manners and propriety.

      Something Eskans have in spades, Mor is learning.

      The attendant passes him a shift and promises to take his clothes to the laundry. “They’ll be delivered right back to this shelf, so come right back here when you’re done.”

      It’s efficient in a way things so rarely are, but it doesn’t dampen the soft, dream-like atmosphere of the bathing hall. Mor follows her through a drifting haze of steam, the shift clinging strangely to his bare legs. There is a large main bath, already full of people taking a morning soak while they chat and converse, but the attendant takes him through an archway to a long bath that is cut into semi-private areas by more wooden partitions.

      “Just in here. Stay as long as you like. I’ll send our healer your way.”

      “Please don’t,” he calls after her. “I’m really okay.”

      It’s too late. She’s gone.

      With nothing else to do, he slides into the bath.

      Heat scorches through him in the most delightful way. He sinks down, head clunking against the tiled lip of the baths, but the shape of the alcove catches him fast. The water slides against his skin and turns his limbs to the loosest ropes.

      Each breath is full of steam, rich with the scent of earth and stone and… tea? He stirs the water around him and the scent rises, gentle and astringent. The waters have the scent of a lightly brewed tea, though they are clear as moonlight.

      “Healing waters,” says a voice, and Mor startles upright. “They cure many ills.”

      There’s a man crouched beside him. He’s wearing a pale green healer’s robe with important-looking pins across the chest, and his sleeves are tied back with a cross-tie of ribbon. His eyes are brown and hold a warmth that rivals the water.

      “I’m Rue, head healer of the Gardens,” says the man. “I was told you’re suffering some aethersickness?”

      “Am I?” Mor pushes his wet hair back.

      “May I?”

      Mor hasn’t a clue what he wants, but he nods. Rue checks his pulse and the whites of his eyes, but mostly he just assesses Mor with a scalpel-sharp gaze.

      “You’re an unlucky one. Aether-sensitive. How long have you been in Esk?”

      Mor does a quick calculation. “About twelve hours.”

      Rue sits back on his heels. His lovely robes are dragging in the water on the tiles, but he doesn’t seem to mind. “I’d have thought a week, at least, with your state. Are you staying?”

      “Not planning to stay for long, no,” he says.

      “Baths, every day,” Rue says. “Don’t miss one. Try to stay away from the trams and the airdocks, if you can. And by the gods, do not venture up past the old town. The House is drenched in aether, and you’ll be flattened before you get up the stairs.”

      “Understood.” Mor relaxes back into the waters. Earning coin in Esk is going to be more fraught than he realised. “I don’t suppose you need any more bath attendants on your roster?”

      Rue gets to his feet. “Looking for work?”

      “Something like that.”

      “Have you any knowledge of healing?”

      Mor hesitates, the lie balancing on his tongue, but Rue reads his answer as easily as if he’d said it.

      “Sorry. Without that, I can’t in good conscience sponsor you at the healer’s guild.”

      He sighs. “That seems fair. Worth a try.”

      “You’ll have a hard time trying to find work without guild permission here. Or any lodgings other than boarding houses, for that matter. Try shop-keep work. They’re the loosest with permissions.” Rue looks truly sorry he can’t help more.

      “Thank you,” Mor says. “For explaining. And the advice.”

      “Good luck—” He breaks off. “Sorry, what was your name?”

      “Mor. Just Mor.”

      “Well, Mor. Find me here if you feel faint, tip-tilted, nauseated, or if you have episodes of fainting, touch-triggered pain, or insensibility. Aether-sickness is recoverable if treated in time. But it is also cumulative, so daily baths keep your body from building up the aether-damage.”

      Mor makes a vow to devote himself to daily visits to the remedial baths. Nothing in Esk’s welcome booklet had mentioned permanent aether-damage. Really, that warning should have come in bold ink and underlined.
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      The baths leave him feeling more refreshed than he’s been in months. He’s clean, his hair is soft, and he’d even shaved the stubble on his face clean away. The blisters on his feet are no longer stinging, and the bruise on his thigh from a week ago has faded. He’d heard a lot about Esk’s famed healing springs, but he hadn’t expected they’d be quite so healing.

      And they just give it away for free.

      He follows the wind, watching the turn and twist of the bare-twigged trees. He garners a few looks in his shirt and thin cardigan, but the chill winter wind isn’t such a trial, after the heat of the baths. Besides, it’s being contrite today, curling around his neck and brushing ice-kisses to his cheek.

      “You lead me into trouble after trouble,” he says. “Now I’m stuck here.”

      The river rushes rattle beside the path, chattering with the scrape-rustle of old bones or tumbling scree. Through the rush-hedge, he can catch the song of the Lune as it tumbles down towards the sea.

      If there’s nothing else, he might steal one of the pleasure punts tied by the boating grounds and let the river carry him as far as it can. It’s not a bad idea. He’s even a half-decent sailor, when it comes to it. One has to be, to travel anywhere in the archipelago.

      He doesn’t mean to wander back to Earle’s shop, but he’s there before he realises it.

      It’s a tea shop.

      Tea-scent drifts out, and the wind tugs it right to his face.

      “Get off,” he mutters, and then, slinging his bag over his shoulder, he steps inside. A bell jingles above his head, and Earle looks up. He’s silent for a long moment.

      “You’re back,” he says. There’s no judgement in it, just a calm sort of welcome. “I wondered if you would be. You might have left your bag if you were coming back.”

      “I didn’t know.” Mor slings the case behind the counter and leans over it. Earle’s gaze dips over him.

      “You scrub up,” he says, and if Mor isn’t wrong, there’s a hint of interest in it.

      Mor is very rarely wrong about that sort of thing. “I try.”

      “I’m sure you do. What can I get you?”

      “To be truthful,” starts Mor, and Earle’s half-smile shows he has already pegged that as an absurdity, “I’d like some work. I’m told a shop-boy is the highest I can aspire to, as an outsider.”

      Earle glances out over the shop. There’s no one there. “Well,” he said. “As you can see, I’m run off my feet.”

      “Barely a chance to breathe,” agrees Mor encouragingly. “You’re tearing around like a fen hen before a flood.”

      That crooked smile twitches. “Suppose I can’t argue with that. Grab an apron, then.”

      “Not so fast. I mean to be paid.”

      Earle’s brow twitches. “Mornings only. Three crowns a week. You serve tea. I’ll teach you how to make it properly.”

      Three crowns. It’s low, but fair for piece-work. A train ticket is five crowns. That’s a fortnight of work, minimum, but realistically longer, seeing as he’ll still have to find meals and lodgings⁠—

      “Midday and evening meal included,” adds Earle. “And a bed, as long as you want it.”

      Mor glances up. “Do you really offer your bed to every man you find in the laneway?”

      “Only the ones that look so charming in it,” says Earle. The crooked smile almost tips into something more, something radiant, but it’s gone before it does.

      Forget the wind, and the omens, and that endless pull at his soul. Summoning Earle’s smile is Mor’s new purpose in life.
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      Mor has been on funeral barges more lively than the tea shop. He leans behind the counter, bundled up in one of Earle’s burgundy aprons. It’s far too big and makes him look like he needs a few solid meals. Though, to be fair, he probably does, at that.

      The shop is a small space, tiled with a pretty, hatch-work pattern across the floors. Four tables with assorted chairs cluster around the windows, and the walls are rather bare. It’s a cosy space, but that’s mostly made from the delightful scent of Earle’s brewing tea, and even more so by Earle’s delightful face. He turns it on the customers when they come in, and his quiet warmth has them unwinding within moments.

      He’s not effusive with it. He doesn’t even smile all that much. He just is. Mor has never seen anything like it.

      Mor shadows him for the day, and though the teashop gets a steady trickle of patrons, there’s never anything that Mor is needed for. He hardly minds. Earle may have hired him out of pity or charity, but Mor survives on pity and charity. He’ll never turn his nose up at it, and he’ll do all he can to be worth it while he’s around.

      “So,” says Earle, as they shuffle the tables to one side so the floor can be swept. “Why Esk?”

      Mor sweeps out a few stray autumn leaves and a good deal of dried mud. The weather had done its best to encroach. “Why not? All the signs told me that my fate lay southwards, and so I journeyed south. And when I arrived in Elmont, the wind landed a battered pamphlet for Esk in my lap and that was that. It rarely speaks so bluntly.”

      “It never occurred that the wind just tossed a piece of rubbish your way?”

      “No,” Mor says, entirely honest. “It never did.” He sweeps the last dirt pile out to the street, then pulls the glass door shut. The bell jangles, and it’s a strange sort of satisfying to flip the shop sign to closed.

      He likes the finality of it.

      “And what do you think the wind wanted in Esk?”

      Mor hums and leans on the broom. “Probably to find my next waypoint. It’s always like this. It sends me somewhere, only to yank me elsewhere. I suppose I’ll have to stay long enough to earn some coin, though. It’s a cruel time of year to be travelling with worn-through boots and empty pockets.”

      Earle glances at the grey skies, the chill rain sluicing down the panelled windows. The rain sends silver shadows writhing across the pretty tiles. “Perhaps it only wanted you to be warm and dry.”

      Mor swallows, his throat tight. “Perhaps,” he says, but he doesn’t think so. The wind doesn’t concern itself with such things. If it did, his life might have been a kinder one.

      “Come upstairs. I promised you an evening meal, did I not?”

      The cat is sitting in the middle of the parlour when they come through the door. It makes a mournful rattle of a mewl, a sound closer to a hiss of steam than any cat-noise Mor has ever heard. It blinks brown eyes, and its tail twitches.

      Mor takes a wide berth around it. “Is it your cat?”

      “She is,” Earle says, scooping her up. “Mor, this is Kettle. Kettle, Mor. Be nice.”

      Mor doesn’t know if the command is for him or the cat. In the end, he settles for inclining his head. “Well met, Kettle,” he says.

      Kettle ignores him. He thinks that is for the best.

      “Are you not fond of cats?” Earle presses a kiss to Kettle’s velvety head, then sets her down on the armchair.

      “I like cats fine. She only startled me, is all.”

      Earle looks unconvinced, but he leaves Mor in Kettle’s company and heads to the kitchen. Mor sits cross-legged and pokes the fire into health, all the while keeping an eye on Kettle.

      He does like cats. But a black cat met at night is not only a cat. It is a message from the stars of fortune, and he has never, in all his wanderings, met a black cat at night. Not until Kettle.

      Kettle seems unconcerned about whatever message she is meant to be. She licks her paws, and twitches her tail, and curls up to sleep, still ignoring him.

      The evening meal is a spiced lentil soup served with bread and crumbly, white cheese, and they eat sitting on the hearth by a roaring fire. After, Earle scoops Kettle up to reclaim the armchair, and settles in with a book. Mor stretches out on the rug and drifts through his thoughts like a boat might drift along a lazy summer river.

      A nudge in his side stirs him back to wakefulness. The fire has died down to embers.

      “I’m heading to bed.” Earle says it much the same as he had the night before, no inflection, no question. “Same offer as last time, if you want it.”

      The rug is comfortable enough, and the embers will keep him warm for hours yet. It’s the sort of ache-banishing warmth that he hungers after on a cold night, the sort of warmth he’ll sacrifice quite a lot for.

      He never sleeps in the same bed twice. It’s been his rule for as long as he’s been falling into beds, but it’s not like he’s slept in Earle’s bed, not in that sense. He’ll only be honestly sleeping, and that, he reasons, doesn’t break his rule at all.

      Besides, Kettle is still in the armchair.

      He rolls to his feet and ambles off to wash his face and teeth and hands, and when he creeps into Earle’s room, it’s much as last time there, too.

      Earle is already under his blanket, a dark shadow facing the wall. Mor curls up behind him, and the warmth of Earle’s body is just as fierce as the embers.

      He wakes curled into Earle’s back, his face jammed into the dip of his shoulder blades. The scent of thyme and soap is gentle against his lips, and he thinks that if Earle was awake, he’d be feeling Mor’s every stuttering breath.

      He peels himself away and dresses quietly. Kettle is gone, the armchair empty, and neither is she in the kitchen. A wandering cat, then. Well, that’s fair. Mor would never cast judgement on a fellow wanderer.

      Though he might wonder, when blessed with a home like this one, why any creature would ever choose to leave.

      He goes to set the stove on, and by the time the kettle is chattering, Earle has joined him.

      “No shop today,” he says, yawning. “It’s a third-day.”

      Mor has no idea what the significance of that is. “I can make myself scarce.”

      Earle slices a seed-filled loaf into thick slices. “I’ll show you around the town, if you’d rather. You haven’t seen much of it, have you?”

      Mor steadies two cups on the counter, buying time. He glances at the window, but the wind is no help, either. It blows this way and that, and has nothing to say to him. Oak twigs and black cats and contrary winds.

      He is adrift. Should he follow Earle into Esk? He doesn’t know what the right answer is.

      Earle slides the bread into an open toasting pan. “Say yes,” he says, coaxing.

      He’s not dressed yet, and his hair has been tousled into a windswept tangle by the pillow. There’s the scratch of an unshaved beard darkening his jaw, and his ears are bare of his ever-present earrings.

      He smells of thyme and toast.

      Mor says yes.
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      Earle is Esk-born, Eskan through and through, and that means something, Mor learns. Eskans consider themselves hardier, more resilient to the aether. Those that live in Esk year-round hold themselves true Eskans over those that live in countryside manors and villages and come to the town for the crush of the Wintering Season. And the year-round crowd is entirely made up of guild-members. Shopkeepers, artisans, academics, guards, merchants, musicians, performers…there are guilds for everything under the storming skies.

      He learns that Earle’s name is Earleton Orrey, and his family is full of mixed loyalties. His younger sister is an academic, his elder sister in the airguard. His parents are musicians. And Earle has chosen the life of a merchant.

      “I admit I assumed these guild things must run in families.”

      “They do, sometimes. There are old airguard families with histories as entrenched in Esk as Holloway Bridge. Academic lineages unbroken for centuries. But for most of us, we do as the muses bless us.”

      “Muses?”

      “Oh, just a saying,” Earle says, and his crooked smile is lovely in the patchy sunlight. “A superstition. Elveresk has never had any gods.”

      Mor shoves his hands in his pockets. He’s never paid much attention to the dead religions of the archipelago. The wind has been his muse, his guide, and his friend, all. “Where are we headed?”

      “To the finest bookshop in Esk.”

      Mor knows how to read, but he mostly counts it as a survival skill alongside starting fires and catching fish. But when he steps into the bookshop, tucked away in a rainy laneway, he thinks he might have been missing out. Rows of handsome books sit patiently on handsome shelves, towering up the dark-panelled walls. A rolling ladder waits on brass rails. And behind a tall counter, a dour-faced woman with round cheeks eyes them like they’ve done her a personal slight by disturbing her. Her finger is marking a page in a pretty blue novel, and so he supposes they might have.

      “Only looking, today,” Earle says.

      The young woman turns back to her reading, and they are both neatly ignored.

      Everything one might need to know about Esk is in the bookshop. And Mor doesn’t mean the travel guides and almanacs, of which there are plenty. He means the novels, with their ornate covers of stern-faced heroes and heroines, and the manuals on stone-carving and paint-mixing and drafting. Wood-carving. Music, poetry. There are even books on writing books.

      He can’t imagine a life where one could read even one shelf of these books, let alone the entirety of them.

      Not moving every other day might be the secret of it, he supposes. He lingers by a rack of travel almanacs. Printed covers display elegantly stylised impressions of the northern isles, westwards towns, southern market squares and central mountains. Mor has seen most of these places, but he remembers them differently. Wet toes, fresh air, bad omens, moments of shining kindness.

      “I’ve never left Esk,” murmurs Earle, coming up to stand behind him.

      Mor laughs. Esk isn’t even all that big. “Truly?”

      “I always wanted to. My elder sister tells me stories of her travels, and I’m always on the cusp of taking myself off into the wilds.”

      “And you never do?”

      “Well, I have a shop to run,” he says, twisting his arms over his chest. “And I’d hate to miss a festival day.”

      “It is a very nice shop,” allows Mor and he can’t say why his chest is aching as it is. “And your garden out the back is very handsome, too.”

      “Shall I give you a tour of it next? Though there’s not much to see but bare earth in winter.”

      Bare earth, waiting for spring. Mor feels like he’s never had anything more in common with a place. When they are done browsing, they wind their way back through the artisan quarter, to the laneway with the grapevines and through Earle’s tiled hallway and into the cold courtyard garden that the neighbouring buildings all share.

      Mor takes a deep breath of the river-chill of the air. It leaves his mouth damp and tasting of stone. “It must look beautiful in the summer.”

      “It is,” says Earle. He reaches to pluck a leaf from Mor’s hair. “Perhaps you’ll see it.”

      “I don’t imagine so.” He eyes the leaf in Earle’s hand with mistrust. He hasn’t any omen-sense telling him it means misfortune, but he can’t trust it doesn’t, either. “I’ll be off on a mountainside somewhere south by then. Or maybe I’ll have turned eastwards, where the mountains are as steep as cliffs and dense with forest.”

      “Sounds rather idyllic,” murmurs Earle, perhaps thinking of the lovely views of a mountain forest, and not the creeping cold of numb toes or the leeches.

      “So does a year of reading books,” returns Mor.

      Reading books, and growing flowers, and drinking tea. Some people really had all the luck.
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      Mor falls into a rhythm. He wakes up before Earle, nods a greeting to Kettle when she’s in, and heads to the baths. Earle has the shop open when he returns, and he sits in the backroom and eats his breakfast while Earle gets the huge shop kettle steaming.

      Mor stays mostly in the back, brewing tea and refilling tins. After a few days of this, Mor is entirely comfortable in his role. Which is precisely when Earle steps into the backroom and takes his apron off.

      Mor straightens up in alarm.

      “If I’m going to pay you to stand there, I’ll make use of my time.” Earle scrubs a hand through his hair. “I’m going to do some errands. I’ll be back before lunch. You’ll be fine.”

      Mor is sure he’ll be fine. He’s watched Earle serve his customers all week, and there isn’t any particular trick to it. He’s been in tighter places than a tea shop counter, after all, and given how quiet it is, he doesn’t expect to have to do much.

      As soon as he’s thought it, the tea shop door opens, the bell jangling.

      A pair of artisans shuffle in, still wearing their aprons and their stone dust. Sculptors, perhaps.

      “Where’s Earle?” says one.

      Mor straightens. “Running some errands, I’m afraid. I’m Mor.”

      “More what?”

      “Not more of anything,” he says, which is his usual reply. “Just Mor. What can I get you?”

      The answer is, unsurprisingly, tea. Mor pulls down the tins they select and makes the pot exactly as Earle had taught him. He hopes it is exactly as Earle taught. He’s pretty sure he remembered all the steps, in any case.

      He’s barely set down their tray when the door jingles again. A man comes in, tugging his hat down.

      “Windy out there,” he says. “Got something strong?”

      Mor guesses, because he hasn’t a clue. And after that man is a couple with paper-wrapped purchases in their hands, and an apprentice with a stack of books, and after that a handsome-looking woman who enquires after Earle, and sits at the last table when she is informed he is out.

      The tables are full, and it doesn’t stop. He glances at the clock as he makes yet another tray of tea. Earle has been gone for over an hour. Surely he’ll be back soon.

      Mor keeps the tea brewing, barely. He burns himself on the stove, but he hasn’t any time to do more than press a cold rag against the scald. He catches the brewing tea just as the sand-timer runs out and pours three steaming cups for the table by the window.

      He’s carrying it out when the door creaks open again. He turns, fixing a slightly strained smile to his face, and a gust of wind slips in behind the customer. Nothing else, just wind, but the omen-sense crawls up his back with its sharp, ice-claws, sending cold right through his bones.

      The shock is sharp. His tray tilts and slides from his grasp.

      The porcelain shatters across the tiles. Mor’s first thought is that it surely cost more than his week’s wages. His second is that the whole shop is staring at him.

      His hand is smarting from the burn. His neck is burning from shame.

      He crouches, pulling the tray towards him with a shaking arm. The conversation picks back up, but the shame stays aching and painful as a thorn in his boot on a long walk. Gods, all he had to do was make tea.

      The omen-sense hasn’t left him, either. He studies each piece of broken cup, looking for some clue in the shape, in the fractures.

      He’s usually much better at this sort of thing, at picking up skills and navigating the shifting tides of moods and expectations. Perhaps that’s what the omen-sense meant. It is warning him not to get comfortable. Not to settle.

      Reminding him that days like these gentle ones were never meant for him.

      He piles porcelain shards onto the tray, uncaring of the hot tea spill that singes his fingers, and wishes for a life where the wind is something that turns weathervanes and makes windows rattle, and nothing more.

      And then he feels like a cad, because the wind is his friend. It’s only ever trying to help him.

      Another chip of broken crockery, and another. The door jingles.

      No. Not now.

      Boots come around the counter. Stop. Earle sighs, deep and bone-deep. Mor bristles all over, but he doesn’t look up. He just picks at the porcelain faster, as if, if he can get it out of Earle’s sight, he might not mind so much.

      The point is, Mor can’t pay for it. And he can’t afford to work for it, not without being stuck in Esk for weeks more than he means to. And it’s becoming clear that he shouldn’t stay. Curse the stars and the fortunes and the gods.

      “Mor,” Earle says, low.

      Mor makes a noise of acknowledgement. He picks another piece, and this one bites him, the edge cutting deep into his palm. His blood is dark, dripping to mingle in the spilled tea.

      Mor swallows, nausea sapping at his bones. The floor wavers, his vision going faded at the edges, and then Earle is there, crouching in front of him. His hands cup Mor’s palm, large and warm.

      “Come on,” he says, and hoists Mor to his feet. “I’ll be a moment,” he calls to the room, as he shuffles Mor into the back room. There’s a tumble of assent, quite good-natured. Clearly they all know Earle. Are glad he’s back. Glad he’s taking Mor away.

      Mor sighs. He’d be glad too, if he were them.

      Earle sits him down on the chair by the stove and then crouches on the floor in front of him.

      “Sorry,” he says, gently easing Mor’s fingers out straight, one by one. He strokes right along each one as he does, soothing. “I didn’t think there’d be so many by today.”

      “I—” Mor swallows back his excuses. “I messed up.”

      “You’re fine.” Earle gently brushes the edge of his cut, checking for any splinters of porcelain inside it.

      “Your teaware is not.”

      He catches the edge of Earle’s there-and-gone smile, though his head is ducked and so Mor misses the most of it.

      “Got plenty of the stuff. Here, rinse that out in the sink and I’ll salve and wrap it for you.”

      Mor does as he’s told, and then he’s back in the chair with Earle back between his thighs, and gods, he really needs to focus more on the stinging pain and less on how comfortably Earle settles there.

      “These things happen,” Earle says, wrapping a clean linen bandage around Mor’s palm as if it is something he’s done many times before.

      “They happen for a reason,” says Mor. “It was a sign.”

      That has Earle glancing up. “A sign?”

      “A portent. An omen. A warning.” He knocks his head back against the chair. “I need to figure it out. I don’t⁠—”

      “Mor,” says Earle. “It wasn’t a warning. It was just a bit of bad luck.” He catches Mor’s other hand, turns it over, tuts. “A burn, too?”

      “I was distracted,” Mor admits.

      “See. Distraction, not omens.”

      “I know omens,” Mor says, tensing. “I know them like I breathe. Don’t tell me I don’t.”

      Another glance up. Grey eyes, steady. No laughter there. No mocking. “I’m not saying you don’t. I’m just saying this isn’t any great catastrophe, Mor. It’s just a bad day.”

      He takes a shaky breath. “But it might not be. I don’t want to bring misfortune here. Not after you’ve been so kind.”

      Earle makes a noise in the back of his throat. “Kind? No. I’ve not been particularly kind.”

      “You’re wrapping my wounds.”

      “Anyone would.”

      “You’ve looked after me. And before you say it, no, not anyone would.”

      Another peek at his smile. “Well, perhaps not. I might have invited anyone to sleep by my hearth. But I asked you to my bed because I liked the thought of you in it.”

      Mor swallows, mouth dry. The omen-sense feels like a fading dream, burned out of him with a sudden, rising heat. “But just to sleep.”

      “In these circumstances, yes. And if you weren’t depending on me for a wage and a roof, I promise you it would be different.”

      “Then let it be different,” Mor says. “If you mean it.”

      “That wouldn’t be⁠—”

      “I’m going to leave. This week or next week or the week after. I’ll be going regardless, so don’t be precious with me. Just…if you mean it? Offer it.”

      There is silence. His hands, firm and soft compared to Mor’s rough, skinny ones. Gentle when Mor has rarely had gentleness.

      “I mean it,” he says, and the words fall between them like the porcelain had spilled. “So while I’ve been kind, it wasn’t without hope. Make of that what you wish.”

      Mor stares down at him. “I’ve made a mess of your shop.”

      “And? You think that makes me want to make a mess of you any less?”

      “Any sensible person would, yes. I’ll be bad luck. I always am.”

      He’s silent for a long while, gently rubbing salve over Mor’s burn. Then he takes another strip of linen and wraps that hand, just as he had the first. “I believe we make our own luck, Mor. We make our own misfortunes. I don’t intend to make a misfortune of you.”
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      That evening, Mor stretches out by the hearth and watches Earle clear away their dinner plates. Kettle stretches out beside him, her dark coat dusted with wayward ash from an overfull grate. She blinks at him as if reminding him that the fortunes had sent him a message, that very first night in Esk.

      A warning. Earle doesn’t intend for Mor to be a misfortune, but it’s not up to him. There is always misfortune coming. Mor heralds it. It’s why he never stays long, no matter how charming and warm a village might be.

      If he stays, the omens stack up. He thinks if they ever stack too high, it’ll all come crashing down in disaster.

      He doesn’t want disaster to reach Earle and his well-brewed pots of tea. His crooked smile. His warm bed.

      One night will harm no one. And Mor makes a strict rule of never tumbling into the same bed more than once, but he hasn’t shared Earle’s bed yet. Not in the way he wishes to.

      A night, and then he’ll gather his things and beg for passage downstream on one of the merchant barges. He can’t stay in Esk. Not with the bad portents piling up like snowdrifts against the door. He can’t stay, but perhaps he can enjoy this windfall while he has it.

      Earle comes back with a small tray of sliced apples and settles on the rug beside Mor. The apples are crisp and sun-sweet, breaking on Mor’s tongue with a sting of tartness. They eat in silence, and then Earle shifts, facing Mor.

      “Tell me about your omens,” he says.

      The stones in his ears are tea-brown. They catch the firelight and burn like embers. Mor is reaching before he realises.

      “They look like earth and hearth,” he says, brushing his fingertips across the faceted surface. It’s a small stone. His fingers mostly brush Earle’s ear.

      Earle makes a sound deep in his threat. Mor traces his fingers up, loops a lock of Earle’s hair behind the curve of his ear. Earle has thick, dark hair, soft and silk-like. Everyone in Esk has nice hair, he’s noticed.

      Mor’s never felt quite so much like a travelling mop as he does, here. But Earle isn’t looking at him like he’s at all raggish. His gaze is as ember-hot as the hearth, as the brown stones.

      “The omens,” he prompts.

      Mor drops his gaze, stares at Earle’s hands instead. It’s not any better. He has strong wrists, long fingers. Fine hands, capable hands.

      “They are my companions,” he says, eventually. “The wind, and the things it whispers at me. The way a leaf falls. The pattern of water spilled. The taste of the sky on my lips. They all speak to me. They tell me where to go, when to run.”

      “How long have you been running?”

      “Since always,” Mor says.

      “Tell me.”

      He had thought Earle had intended to bed him, not drag his sordid history from him. Perhaps he likes to know, before he had a man under him, where that man came from. Mor can hardly blame him for his caution.

      “Since my parents died, I suppose. It was a bad case of damp-fever. We didn’t have healing springs to save us, where I’m from.”

      “I’m sorry you suffered,” Earle says, low and heartfelt.

      “Most of the village did. My mother’s sister offered to take me in, but I packed a bag and set off after the wind, instead.” He nibbles on a slice of apple. “The first years were hard, but I learned to listen to the wind like my mother had. And it has snatched me back from disaster more times than I can count.”

      “How so?”

      “It’s hard to explain. How does anyone know anything? It’s a sense, like seeing or hearing. Sometimes the wind is nothing but wind, and sometimes it brings me warnings. The trick is knowing which is which.”

      The real trick is knowing if a warning is for him, or for someone else, or for something that hasn’t happened, or something that will, but he doesn’t want to explain that all right now.

      “I’ll have to take you at your word.”

      “You will,” he says, and can’t help his smile.  “Don’t worry. It shan’t keep me from your bed.”

      “No omens warning you away?”

      Mor makes a show of crossing to the window and cracking it ajar. He means to lean out and pretend like the wind is whispering in his ear, to tell Earle that the wind is calling him gruff, or handsome, or a temptation. But the window swings out under his fingers, and the air that slinks in is grave silent.

      Mor catches a sound in the back of his throat. “Ah, it seems the wind has gone to bed ahead of me tonight,” he says, instead. His voice is too tight, he knows. He can’t quite hide the upwelling of dread inside him.

      A hand presses against his shoulders. “It’s a still night,” Earle agrees. “Does that mean aught to you?”

      “Nothing good,” he says, slow. “Nothing entirely bad, either. It’s just…caution. Something is brewing.”

      Earle makes a huff rather like a kettle grumbling. “There’s always something brewing in Esk. Esk is better made for brewing than my finest teapot.” He leans past Mor to pull the window shut.

      Mor’s learned to be wary when the wind disappears. It means caution. It means sleeping lightly, with his boots laced, ready to run.

      But tonight, he doesn’t want to believe any of that. He wants it to mean that the wind is pleased and content. He wants it to mean the curl of Earle’s well-groomed hair, and the gentle slope of his brows. Earle smells of the tea he’s been steeping all day, like forest and honey and river. Mor licks at his neck, and the sound Earle makes drags right through him and washes back with heat.

      He kisses Earle’s jaw, where his pulse is jumping, and the corner of his mouth. And when Earle’s lips part for him, it is as if all the world is falling away beneath him.

      There is tea, and the tart-sweetness of apple slices, and Mor has never kissed anyone who left his body aching like this. Perhaps that sailor in Elmont had oracle blood to him. Esk is apples and kisses.

      A rough cheek against his, and the brush of fingers under his shirt, and the stumbling desperation of two people searching for the bed without wanting to take a breath apart from each other.

      Mor has had drunken nights where his mind had felt more orderly than this. Every corner of every thought is soft with want.

      They’ve tumbled through to the bedroom. Good.

      Earle’s bed is a narrow, plush thing, and the mattress sinks beneath him as he falls back. He blinks, staring up at Earle’s brown gaze and handsome mouth and gentle brows. Gods, the winds really brought him to fortune, this time.

      “Mor,” Earle says, and Mor’s name sounds like a demand on his tongue. A desire. A question.

      “Yes,” Mor says. He pulls Earle’s collar, pulls him down against him. “I’m here. I’m yours.”

      Tomorrow, or the next day, or the one after, he’ll scatter himself to the winds again, belong to nothing but the sky and the air. It is inevitable.

      But tonight, he’ll gladly belong to Earle.
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      The pale morning sunlight drifts through the open window and the wind curls in with it. It ruffles Mor’s hair and caresses down his cheek, contrite. He ignores it. It’s not carrying any messages for him this morning and frankly, he doesn’t want to think about omens.

      He wants to be here in the freckled sunlight, with tea steam hanging in the space of air between them. Earle is still sleep-eyed and tousle-haired. His shirt is undone, shrugged on without a thought. Mor is having a hard time looking away from the handsome curve of his neck and the dip of his collarbones.

      A strange, unwelcome ache is building in his chest, and he’s determined to banish it before it becomes a habit. “I’m going to the baths,” he says, prying himself to his feet.

      Earle catches his hand, presses a scratchy kiss to his bandaged palm. “Good idea. It’ll help you heal.” He looks up, the sunlight falling across his brow. “I’ll join you. Wait for me?”

      And Mor, who has never waited for anything or anyone, does.

      Damp wrens flitter away from their footsteps as they amble down the rain-chill streets. It’s early, the dawn still wreathing the rooftops in pale lavender and rose. The air from the river is mountain-sweet, and the wind is a sleepy, gentle tug at his curls. It’s the wildest Esk feels, like it is nothing more than stone and soil and water.

      “You seem fond of the baths,” Earle says. He’s got a bundle under his arm. Fresh clothes, his shaving kit, and bath oils and soaps. Mor has been using the free selection provided by the baths, but he thinks, for a moment, of going into one of the lush-scented soap stores and finding his own scents.

      But, no. He’s hardly got the money for it, and even if he did, what use would he have for such things when he’s back to travelling?

      “Rue told me I’m to bathe every day or so, lest I sicken,” Mor admits. “I have poor resilience to Esk’s unique aether.”

      Earle hefts up his bundle. “I didn’t realise,” he says, after a moment.

      Mor shrugs. “It’s no hardship. I don’t know why you don’t all go every day. Nothing against your little shower, Earle, but it’s no healing springs.”

      It really is nothing like Earle’s shower, because Earle’s shower does not have Earle wearing nothing but a clinging linen shift, sliding into the hot waters beside him. Mor glances around, but there is no one else in the steam-shrouded baths.

      Earle gives an indecent groan, the sound aching through Mor’s body. This bathing experience will not be half as relaxing as usual, if Earle keeps this up.

      “It’s bad manners to stare in the baths,” Earle says.

      “You’re staring too.”

      His smile widens. “Should I not?”

      “Best enjoy it while I’m here,” says Mor. Everything is scented with the tea-steam of the sacred waters. “Maybe you’ll keep nice memories of me.”

      “If that’s what you wish of me, then I promise to think of you often.”

      “Every time you’re in the baths,” adds Mor. He doesn’t know why, only that the thought of Earle never thinking of him again makes him go breathless and crushed like an autumn leaf beneath a boot. “Think of me then.”

      “Every time I’m in the baths,” Earle agrees. “And every time I’m in bed, and every time I eat currant buns, and every time I spill a cup of tea.”

      It’s only the mist that’s making Mor’s throat burn. He wets his lips. “Good,” he manages. “That’s good.”

      The bell-ring of footsteps disturbs them. Earle moves away, putting a small, lapping ocean of distance between them.

      “Mor,” says a soft voice, and Mor blinks up through the gathered water on his lashes. Rue is crouching at the edge of the baths, his robes already damp with water and steam. “You’ve been keeping up with your appointments, I see.”

      He pokes at Mor while Earle sits silently and watches. Rue flicks a look between them but does not ask to be introduced. He places warm fingers against Mor’s pulse, and checks his eyes, and makes a soothing noise beneath his breath.

      “It’s rare for resilience to grow,” he says. “You’re a fortunate man. You needn’t take to the waters every day, I shouldn’t think. Every second or third day, or whenever you feel faint and full of aches.”

      “That must be a good omen,” Earle says, once Rue is gone. “Perhaps Esk is extending an invitation.”

      The thought is soft and warm and keeps Mor smiling as he shrugs into his clothes after. He steals Earle’s shaving soap and hair oils, and leaves smelling like tea and Earle all through. If Earle notices Mor smells of him, he makes no mention of it.

      They walk along the river, taking the long path back to the shop, and the wind skips merrily alongside them, chattering all the rushes.

      Mor isn’t listening to it. He’s listening to Earle, watching the morning light turn those grey eyes quartz-bright. The wind tugs at his damp hair, weaves between his fingers.

      Bites at his cheeks, sharp and toothed.

      He stops, cursing at the pain, and Earle stops with him, and that pause is all that keeps them from being a pace ahead on the path when the oak branch comes down.

      Mor stands frozen, weathered acorns skittering across his boots. Earle moves first, crouching to take a glove-full of the damp bough and haul it sideways, off the path. It hisses like a threatening landslip; the leaves scratching across the cobblestones.

      “Well,” Earle says, cleaning his palms on his trousers. “Was that your omen-sense catching you like that?”

      Mor nods, though he can’t understand why Earle is smiling. A falling branch is a dire warning, nothing to smile over.

      “Consider me convinced.” Earle tips his head back, eying the clouds, and then cups his hands as if preparing to cover a great distance. “Thank you kindly, wind-and-skies,” he calls, his voice as clear and loud as a bell.

      And then Mor is frozen for another reason entirely.

      Because in that spooling moment, as Earle tips his head and beckons him on, all the warnings in the world could not have prepared him for how disastrously he falls.
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      Mor has never fallen in love. It might be the greatest misfortune of his life.

      He helps Earle set up the shop and then he excuses himself, claiming he needs to walk. Earle doesn’t question him.

      Mor walks against the wind all the way to the distant barge-docks by the funerary hall. The water-meadows are cold and harsh, and when he finally makes his way along the rickety docks to find a barge-steer, the whole endeavour is for naught.

      “Sorry,” says the barge-steer. He leans on his cane, looks Mor over. “Can’t take passengers. Not breathing, in any case.”

      Mor nods. His heart is aching, and it hasn’t stopped aching all day. “Guild thing?”

      “That’s the one,” he says amiably. “Look, if it’s south you’re heading, you need the train. I could only take you to the ashgrounds, and that’s no place for anyone living.”

      “Well, thank you,” Mor says and bids him farewell. It’s a long, cold walk back. He keeps his hands deep in his coat pockets, where the wind can’t bite.

      He’s run out of time. A branch falling by one’s feet, raw and broken, meant loss. A life gone, slipping out of reach. Mor will not stay around to find out which of their lives might be ending. He’d run laps of the archipelago for the rest of his life, to keep the blade from Earle’s neck.

      Mor brings misfortune. He always has.

      The Lune is high, skipping right along the riverbanks, tugging at the tangled mess of river rushes and agrimony and alders. It’s a pretty walk, the raindrops shaking from the autumn-sparse trees with each breath of wind.

      Mor snatches a damp leaf from his collar before it can drag water down his neck. “I know,” he tells the wind. “I’ll be on my way soon enough.”

      He releases the leaf back into the next gust of wind and hunches into his coat. By the time he makes it back to the honeyed-stone streets of the main town, he’s feeling the pinch of winter like he never has before.

      Soon he’ll be back out in it, night and day. He’ll have to learn to love the cold against his skin again because he hasn’t any other choice.

      Earle’s warm bed and warm arms will be a memory. One he’ll remember every time a curl of tea-steam brushes his cheek, every time he over brews his cup, every time he sees a man with grey eyes and a crooked smile.

      He kicks a stone, and it clatters into one of the narrow stone gutters that cut through Esk’s streets. They’re rainwater channels, funneling all of Esk’s endless rain down towards the Lune, and they make all the streets ring with the sound of rushing water. Maybe he’ll never again hear rain and rivers without thinking of Esk. Maybe he’s gone and got himself haunted for the rest of his years.

      He shoves into Earle’s teashop, puddling water across the pretty tiles. Earle looks up from a novel. His mouth crooks.

      “Good walk, then?”

      “Unproductive,” Mor says, his boots squeaking on the tiles. He glances down. “I’ll fetch a mop.”

      “Mm. Do.” He goes back to reading.

      Mor stands there, water still dripping. His feet are as heavy as the stone of the building. The teashop is warm all through but he’s ice inside, because he doesn’t want to go.

      It’s such a small thing. It shouldn’t feel like the ground is cracking under his feet, like his chest has been hollowed out and filled with autumn leaves, sodden and cold.

      A week ago, he’d relished the cold on his tongue, the stars over his head.

      But now? He doesn’t want them. He doesn’t want any of it.

      He wants to stay.
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      Every day he stays is a mistake. He doesn’t need the turning wind to tell him. He doesn’t need the tea spill shaped like fortune’s arrow, or the itching at his ear, or the four acorns lying at the threshold of the laneway door when he steps out the next morning.

      Even without all those omens, he’d know he’s making a mistake.

      Mor has never looked at someone’s face and wondered what they were thinking. He’s never wanted to know someone more. But he falls into Earle’s bed again and again, and tells himself that he’ll leave, as soon as he can afford it.

      Mor is a gods-cursed fool, and he knows it. He goes to the baths and sinks into the steaming waters until all the prickling under his skin melts away. The gentle tea-scented steam settles him, tucks all his thoughts back down from where they’re whirling about.

      And then, it’s a festival day. Earle shuts the shop at midday.

      “Come here,” he says, when Mor has finished tidying the chairs. “I’ve your pay for you.”

      The handful of coins he empties into Mor’s palm is heavier than he expects. He stares at the gold and silver slivers—crowns, Eskans call them, though they’re shaped almost like fish scales—and counts.

      And a cold lump grows in his throat. “That’s more than I’m owed.”

      “It’s a festival day,” Earle says. “Everyone gets a boon on festival days.”

      Three crowns for last week, and three for this week. And another three crowns, as his boon. Enough for a ticket, and to pay his meals for a few weeks in a smaller town, if he can find sheds or stables to sleep in. If he can break it down into one of the smaller denominations more common outside of Elveresk, it’ll last a while, as long as he’s frugal.

      “Mor?”

      Mor summons up a smile. It must work, because Earle relaxes. “What a nice tradition,” he says, pocketing his wages. He’s leaden all through. “Do you have any need for me this afternoon?”

      “None, but only if you promise that you’ll come to the festival with me tonight.”

      Mor wets his lips. “Of course,” he says, and hurries off before he can make any other promises he shouldn’t be making. He ducks down the laneway beside the shop, past the spot he’d tried to sleep that first night, and a rattle-rough yowl catches his attention.

      Kettle is keeping pace with him, padding along the wall above his head.

      “I’m not going anywhere interesting,” he tells her. Kettle makes that grumbling sound again. Her gaze is sharp as he steps out of the laneway and leaves her stuck on the garden wall. “Sorry, Kettle.”

      She makes her plaintive call as he dives into the crowd. Even when he’s streets away, climbing onto an aether-sharp tram, it’s like the sound is stuck to him. Everything is echoing at him. Kettle’s cry, the tram’s rumble, the wind’s winter-chilled voice, mournful and creeping.

      He disembarks at the train station and waits in line until he is at the ticket counter.

      “The next train south, please. As far as I can go.”

      The station-master nods and stamps a neat, blue-inked ticket. “Tomorrow. Don’t be late. Train leaves just after dawn.”

      “Noted.” He tucks the ticket into his coat pocket. “I’ll be here.”

      He wanders after that. Esk is unfurling for the festival, markets stretching down the streets of the artisan quarter, and he turns to walk along the riverside path instead. The wind tugs the river rushes, making them rustle and sway, but there’s nothing to be read in it. For once, the wind is wordless.

      He slides the ticket from his pocket. It is a pretty thing, as most things in Esk are. It’s an unconscious prettiness. It hasn’t been made pretty as for any reason other than there is no reason it shouldn’t be.

      An artist’s hands had designed it, and an engraver’s hands had made the printing block, and another craftsman had made the paper, and all of it had come together to be stamped and signed by the station-master and handed over to him.

      It would be a pity to see it torn. He hadn’t kept his last ticket stub, and now he can’t fathom why. He’ll keep this one. It will be good luck, perhaps. He’ll carry it in his coat breast-pocket.

      Part of him wants to just let it go. Let the wind whisk it away and pretend he’d never had it. But he’s a coward, and a misfortune, and so he doesn’t.

      By the time he wanders back to the shop, Earle is in his armchair upstairs, reading the papers. Kettle is draped over his lap, and she eyes Mor balefully.

      Earle peers over the edge of the pages. “Are you staying dressed like that?”

      Mor blinks. Earle is dressed nicely, he realises. A dark blue shirt of fine linen, and dove-grey trousers, and a tapestried waistcoat in shades of lilac and blue and night-grey. He has tiny smoke-grey stones in his ears.

      Mor wants to run his hands along them. And then maybe along Earle’s jaw, and the softness of his mouth. And down his neck to where the ribbon at the collar of his shirt looks soot-soft and smoky.

      And he remembers. The festival.

      He’d agreed, he tells himself. He’d promised Earle he’d go, and it will be a good way to farewell Esk. Even if all he really wants is one last evening eating apples by Earle’s hearth, and one last night wrapped in Earle’s sheets. One last night sleeping with Earle’s arms around him and the scent of thyme all around.

      There was a reason Mor never let himself fall into beds more than once, and it was this. Because Mor did not have a home, and he couldn’t have a home, and every time he slowed down, everything bad caught up.

      He owns nothing fine enough for a festival, and so he borrows one of Earle’s shirts. It’s a deep plum linen, with gathered sleeves like small billows, and a neckline tied up with a golden band. It probably looks very elegant on Earle. Mor feels like a fool, but when he gets back downstairs, Earle’s gaze is dark with promise.

      “You look good in my clothes,” he says, hooking a finger in the band and tugging Mor closer.

      Mor’s throat is dry. He wants to stretch up and kiss Earle like a proper lover would. He wants to run his hands through that neatly combed hair and take him upstairs, and not let anything disturb them. Not a festival, and not a train whistle.

      But Earle kisses the corner of Mor’s eyebrow, and then he’s ushering them into their coats and out into the streets. They walk up towards the Old Town, where the streets have been garlanded in lush ribbons of rain-fern, all threaded with glittering ribbons and glass ornaments.

      Stars, moons, and silver fish with frilly fins. Esk seems fond of its fish, but it is, after all, a river town.

      “What festival is it, exactly?” Mor examines one of the glass fish in interest. It really is a strange design.

      “The Frost Revelries. I’m afraid I’m not sure of the history. No one is, anymore, but we celebrate it enthusiastically, nevertheless.”

      It’s early in the evening, still, and they weave their way along the crowded market lanes, where artisans and shopkeepers are spilling their wares. There are so many things he wishes for, only his pockets are empty of coins, and none of the pretty things are practical for travelling.

      He wants something, though. He wants to take a piece of Esk away with him in exchange for the piece of himself that he is leaving behind. Mor runs a finger along a brass hound, standing triumphant as if in headwind, all the fur twisting and blowing. It’s a masterpiece. He is sharply, painfully, envious. He wants it all. A sturdy town, and hot springs, and a life surrounded by beautiful things.

      The wind whistles through the rooftops, far too merry for Mor’s mood. Above, the fading skies are plum-dark and winter stars peek over the mountains, dusting the sky like frost. He takes a breath and he can taste the snow on the air, sweet on his tongue, mixed with the spiced smoke of the food-sellers stalls.

      Earle catches up to him, holding out a paper wrap. “Chestnuts,” he says, and Mor takes the offering.

      The chestnuts are too hot for his fingers, but he peels one anyway, nibbles at it as they walk. Earle is much bolder, cracking the hot shells open with no care to his fingers. Perhaps he’s used to scalds, or perhaps he’s made for warmth in the way Mor always thought himself made for cold.

      “Up here,” Earle says. He’s at the base of a statue, so worn and weathered that it’s hard to know what it used to be. Now, it’s just a vague shape shrouded in what must have once been elegant stonework drapes and folds. “The view will be better from the pedestal.”

      They hoist themselves up, and if they press close, there’s room for them both to sit against the worn stone. From the perch, they can see over the heads of the crowd thickening around the main, trailing road of Esk.

      The Ribbon Road, that little pamphlet had called it, and Mor can see why. And the festival procession, when it comes, is like a ribbon, too, winding down in a streamer of lantern light and music. It’s proper lantern light, too, not aetherlight. The festival dancers balance elaborate candle-lanterns on long poles, weaving patterns from the light.

      “The winter winds,” says Earle. The music is rich and loud, pipes and drums, and he presses his mouth right to Mor’s ear. “And the creatures of the land cavorting with them.”

      A shiver traces down Mor’s back. Earle’s breath is as warm as the chestnuts. “I see a stag, I think.”

      “Rabbits, and wrens,” Earle adds, pointing out each of the dancers. “Mountain cat, spotted lint, white-footed weasel, river pike.”

      “I see you’re a naturalist.” He can feel Earle’s laugh through his body more than he can hear it.

      “Oh, no. I used to be a festival dancer, as a child.”

      Mor grins, cracking open another chestnut. “Truly? What were you? A wren?”

      Earle is silent for a moment, then sighs. “A duck, most often.”

      His ill mood cracks like a fallen cup, and his laughter spills out, startlingly loud.

      “Careful,” Earle says, slinging an arm around him to keep him on the pedestal, and then he keeps it there for the rest of the long, winding procession.

      Mor watches the flickering, masked dancers weave past and wishes it might go on forever and a day. But it ends, as it must, and when he reaches for another chestnut, the bag is empty and filled with nothing but cooling shells. He tips the crumbs out for the wrens to fight over in the morning and hops down.

      In the procession's wake, the music spills into the crowd and a tangled dance grows like a vine. Someone grabs Mor’s hand, hauling him into the skipping steps. Earle grabs his other hand, and like that they are swept away, into a riot of colour and noise.
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      Mor has no idea how long they dance, only that when he finally breaks away, his hair is stuck to his forehead, and the collar of his borrowed shirt is stuck to his neck. He reeks of sweat and festival candles, but Earle doesn’t seem to mind any of that when he hauls Mor into the curve of his body.

      The wind has picked up, bringing the darkest parts of the night with it. The crowd is still thick, no signs of thinning, even though the night bells rang an hour past or more.

      “What is it?” Earle hooks a curl of damp hair from Mor’s collar, then runs his thumb across the skin he’s revealed. “You keep staring at the sky.”

      “I saw a falling star,” he says. Or at least, he thinks he did. The gathering clouds are a thick veil, fast drowning the stars in inky darkness.

      “That’s good luck, isn’t it?”

      “I don’t know. The stars don’t speak to me like the wind does.”

      “And what is the wind saying tonight?”

      Mor smiles. They’ve ducked away from the crowds as they walked, and now they’re at the edge of the river path. The river runs somewhere ahead of them, fierce and loud. “It’s merry. Perhaps it liked the dancing.”

      “And did you?”

      “Dancing is not so different, no matter where in the archipelago you are. Yes, I liked it.”

      “I hope I measured up.”

      “You were the best part,” he says, and it comes out more sincerely than he means.

      Earle slips his hands in his pockets. He looks out over the dark surface of the river. “I know where you went today, or at least, I think I do. When do you leave?”

      Mor sighs. He can’t help it. The air escapes him like he’s taken a blow to the chest. “In the morning.”

      “And when were you going to tell me?”

      Mor tips his head back to the fading skies. “When we got home.”

      “If you think of it as home, why are you leaving?”

      He blinks. He hadn’t realised he had called it home. “Your home,” he corrects. “That’s what I meant.”

      Earle leans against the path railing, right across Mor’s path. Stops him. “Sure you did.”

      “I don’t have a home.”

      “Why not?”

      Mor stares at him. “What?”

      “Why not? Why are you always moving? Why haven’t you found a little village or town somewhere, settled down? Put down roots?”

      “I can’t.”

      “The omens?”

      “The omens warn me, yes, but they help. I have to keep moving. I know something bad will happen if I ever stay.”

      “Of course it will. Bad things happen, Mor. But good things happen, too. You can’t run forever.”

      “But stopping means that’s it. There’s nothing more. What I am is what I am. And I always think maybe I would be more successful somewhere else. Happier. Maybe I’d be warmer, and less restless.”

      “Maybe not.”

      Mor laughs, a bit strained. “It’s nearly always maybe not.”

      “Sounds to me like you spend your life chasing nothing. Why focus on what you haven’t done, and what hasn’t happened? Those omens of yours aren’t a law you must abide by.”

      Mor doesn’t like this. He’d been warm, and happy, and almost loved, and now Earle is looking at him like he’s already a stranger again. “You speak of them like they’re a curse.”

      “I don’t believe in curses. Only choices. And you’ve spent your entire life avoiding having to choose.”

      “And if you were me? What would you choose?”

      Earle lets out a long breath. “I don’t know, Mor. Only you know that.” He takes a small box from his coat pocket. “Here, I didn’t mean to argue. I just wanted to give you this. A farewell gift.”

      He takes Mor’s hand and sets the box in his palm. When he twists the top, he finds a pair of earrings nestled in silk inside. He stares. Twin brown stones glint in the light of the aetherlamps, tea-dark and clear. They look startlingly like the pair Earle had been wearing the first night they’d met, the ones he’d admired the night Earle had taken him to bed.

      They are.

      “Earle,” he says, the words sticking in his throat.

      “Think of me when you wear them,” he says, that crooked smile tugging at Mor’s heart.

      “I’ll sell them the first night I’m lacking a warm bed.”

      “Then I’ll be glad I was able to give you another warm night when you might have been cold.”

      Mor will be cold every night, no matter how many hearths or blankets he has near him. If Mor leaves now, leaves him, he’ll never sleep well again.

      He doesn’t need an omen to tell him that.

      “Earle,” he says. “I don’t want to leave.”

      “You don’t have to.” Earle pulls him in, wraps warm arms around him.

      What would Earle say if Mor told him of the broken branch, and all it means? Would he push Mor away? Would the threat of death scare him? There is only one way for Mor to know, so he rests his head on Earle’s shoulder and tells him all he fears.

      Earle is silent for a long while. The river laps at its banks, and distant threads of music wind through the night. “So let a life end,” he says, at last. “Let the wandering end.”

      “Can it be that simple?” Can he, after everything, choose his loss?

      “Why shouldn’t it be? I think Esk has been telling you to stay from the moment I saw you by my doorstep.” He brushes a kiss to Mor’s jaw. “So stay, and never be cold again.” A kiss to his throat. “Stay, and never sleep another night on the stones.” A kiss against his lips. “Stay, and I’ll be your safe place for as long as you let me have you.”

      The wind whistles sharply through the bare winter trees, and when Mor leans into Earle’s kiss, the bite of winter is sharp on his lips. He wants to. He wants it to be that simple, but nothing has been that simple in his entire life. Nothing, not once.

      “I don’t know if I can,” he says, and even though it’s barely louder than a whisper, Earle’s jaw tightens. “I’m sorry.”

      “Come home, then. Come to bed with me tonight and leave the decision for tomorrow. If you must leave, then you must leave, but tonight, let me believe I can keep you. Please.”

      No one has ever wanted to keep him before. Earle wasn’t the first to open his house, or his bed, or his purse to Mor, but he is the only one who has kept all those things open, all of those offers free for taking.

      Mor doesn’t know why it’s him that Earle has offered these things to. He only knows that from the moment Earle had stood over him, cutting the night sky into halves, the vast, spinning mess of Mor’s world has been still. Silent. At rest.

      Perhaps, after all, it is that simple.

      He peels a damp leaf from Earle’s collar, and it crumbles into mush between his fingers.

      Earle sighs. “And what sort of omen is that?”

      Mor wipes the water from his fingers. “One that tells me you have unfinished work yet to do.”

      “I do, at that,” he says, full of promise.

      That tilted smile, the one that Mor thinks he’d travel the archipelago end-to-end to see again, if he had to. But he doesn’t have to, he realises.

      He never need travel further than an arm span of bedsheet to find it, if he chooses to.

      “Take me home,” he says. “I’ll let you keep me.”
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      In the morning, Mor lies in the warm clasp of Earle’s arms, with Earle’s sleeping breaths stirring his hair in the gentlest of breezes. The light is grey and rain-marked, making damp patterns dance across the bedroom rug. By the door, Kettle makes a rattling purr in her sleep.

      And through the soft patter of rain comes the whistle of the departing train.

      Off south. Off to mountains and sparkling oceans. He rolls, tucking himself into Earle’s shoulder, into the scent of thyme and linen, and lets the rain carry him back to sleep.

      He is warm. He is dry. He is safe, and outside the wind blows west.
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