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Chapter 238: Four Centuries

Four hundred and seventeen years. That was the distance, measured in the careful counting of mortal calendars, between the day the world last remembered the names Astra, Lisa, Alexander, Noel, and Ivy, and the day this story actually begins. Four hundred and seventeen years of rebuilding, of forgetting, of the particular slow erosion that turned legends into folklore and folklore, eventually, into bedtime stories told without much conviction by parents who no longer entirely believed them themselves.

The world had changed the way worlds changed when given enough time to do it properly.

The wars had ended generations ago, the line between human and monster blurred and rewoven so many times across so many marriages and migrations and quiet acts of coexistence that most people no longer thought of the distinction as a line at all, simply a fact of the world, unremarkable as weather. Cities had risen where battlefields once stood. New names had replaced old ones on maps that had been redrawn more times than any single historian could properly track.

Soul abilities remained.

That, if nothing else, had not changed across four centuries, the particular birthright that nearly every child born into this world carried somewhere inside them, waiting to manifest in its own time, its own shape, its own quiet declaration of who that child might eventually become. Some abilities arrived gently. Some arrived loudly. Most arrived somewhere in between, a toddler's hands accidentally scorching a tablecloth, a child's voice carrying further than it should, the world's oldest miracle repeating itself in nurseries and village squares with the particular unremarkable regularity of something that had simply always been true.

It was, by the world's own measure, an ordinary age.

No great evil stirred in the dark corners of forgotten mountains. No ancient grudge waited to be reawakened. The five who had once carried the weight of an entire war on their shoulders were dust and memory now, their names surviving mostly in the half-remembered titles of festivals nobody quite recalled the origin of, in statues weathered smooth by four centuries of rain, in stories that had drifted so far from their original shape that the people who told them would not have recognized the truth if it had stood directly in front of them.

This was simply a story about a village.

A small one, tucked into the kind of unremarkable countryside that most histories never bothered recording, where the seasons turned the way seasons always turned and the harvest came in roughly on schedule and nothing of particular historical weight had ever happened within its borders, nor seemed likely to. It was here, on an ordinary evening in an ordinary summer, that a child was born.

The midwife's name was Greta, though not the Greta this story's older threads might have once known, simply a woman who happened to share a common name with someone else entirely, four centuries and an unrelated life removed.

She worked with the particular steady competence of someone who had done this many times before, the rhythm of birth as familiar to her hands as kneading bread or mending nets, and the room held its tension the way rooms like this always held tension, equal parts fear and anticipation, the universal terror and hope that accompanied bringing something new into a world that made no promises about how gently it would be received. The mother's name was Wren Lyerm.

The father, standing uselessly by the door because there was nothing else for him to do with his hands, was Calder Lyerm, a man who worked the fields when the fields needed working and mended fences the rest of the time, unremarkable in every measurable way except for the particular tenderness with which he now gripped the doorframe, as though holding it tightly enough might somehow transfer strength to the room beyond.

GRT: Almost there. You're doing well.
WRN: I don't feel like I'm doing well.
GRT: That's how you know you're doing it right.

The exchange carried the particular dry humor that sometimes lived alongside genuine fear, the two things never quite cancelling each other out, simply existing together the way most true things in difficult moments tended to.

The birth, when it came, came the way most births came, with effort and pain and the particular suspended silence in the half second between the final push and the first cry, the universe briefly holding its breath to see whether the cry would arrive at all.

It arrived.

Loud, indignant, entirely healthy, and the room exhaled all at once, the tension breaking into the particular relief that followed every successful birth regardless of how many times you had witnessed one.

GRT: A boy.

Wren held him before anyone else could, the particular fierce immediacy of a mother meeting her child for the first time, and Calder crossed the room in three steps to kneel beside the bed, looking down at the small red furious face with an expression that contained more emotion than his weathered farmer's features had likely produced in years.

CLD: He's got your nose.
WRN: He's got everyone's nose. He's a baby.
CLD: I'm choosing to see my nose in there anyway.
WRN: You would.

The baby quieted slowly, the indignation of birth giving way to the particular bewildered calm of a creature encountering air and light and sound for the first time, and Wren held him against her chest, counting fingers and toes with the universal instinct of every parent who had ever done this, the small private ritual of confirming, piece by piece, that everything had arrived intact.

CLD: What are we calling him.
WRN: Arthur.
CLD: Arthur.

He said it slowly, testing the shape of it, the way names were always tested in these first private moments before they became permanent, before the world outside the room learned them and made them real in ways that went beyond the two people who had chosen them.

CLD: Arthur Lyerm.
WRN: It suits him.
CLD: He's an hour old. Nothing suits him yet except confusion.
WRN: It will suit him. Give it time.

Calder laughed, the particular relieved laughter that arrived after fear had finally released its grip, and reached out to touch his son's small curled fist with one careful finger, the gesture entirely unremarkable and entirely enormous at the same time, the way most first moments between parents and children tended to be.

Outside, the village continued its ordinary evening, unaware and unconcerned, the particular indifference of a world that had no reason yet to pay any attention to one more child born into it, one more small unremarkable life beginning the way all lives began, with noise and effort and the universal hope that whatever came next would be kind. Four hundred and seventeen years is a long time, by any mortal measure.

It is long enough for entire bloodlines to rise and vanish. Long enough for languages to drift into unrecognizable shapes, for borders to redraw themselves a dozen times over, for the specific weight of any single sacrifice to erode into something closer to myth than memory. The five who once stood against an apostle of love twisted into something monstrous, who watched two of their own choose endings that bought the rest a future, could not have imagined this particular evening, this particular village, this particular ordinary child arriving into a world that had, in the truest sense, moved on entirely without them.

That is, perhaps, the quiet mercy buried inside all that time.

The world does not require us to be remembered correctly in order to benefit from what we did. It simply continues, the way it always continues, indifferent to the specifics, grateful in some wordless structural way that does not require gratitude to be conscious or articulated. A child is born in a village that exists because, four centuries ago, five people and a being who could not yet imagine an ending of his own decided that the future was worth the cost of buying it.

The child does not know this.

The child knows nothing yet, beyond the warmth of his mother's chest and the unfamiliar largeness of air in his lungs and the particular indignity of having been removed, against his preference, from somewhere warm and dark and simple into somewhere bright and loud and complicated.

He will grow, the way children grow.

He will, in time, like every child born into this world for longer than any single record could properly track, begin to show signs of whatever lives inside him, waiting for its moment, the particular birthright every soul in this world carried as its inheritance.

Or he will not.

But that uncertainty belongs to chapters not yet written, to a story not yet ready to reveal its own shape, and for now, on this ordinary summer evening in an ordinary unremarkable village, there is only a child, newly arrived, held against his mother's chest while his father touches his fist with one careful finger and the world outside continues exactly as it always has. Unaware that it is, once again, about to be tested.




[ Every story begins as an ordinary evening, in an ordinary place, with someone who does not yet know they are the beginning of anything at all. ]




Chapter 239: Stories By Firelight

The Lyerm house was small, but it was warm, and to a child not yet three years old, warmth was the entire measure of a good house. Arthur did not yet understand much about the world beyond the walls of it. He understood the smell of his mother's bread, the particular rough comfort of his father's hands when they lifted him onto a shoulder, the specific creak of the third stair that meant someone was coming up to check on him whether he had called for them or not. He understood firelight, the way it moved across the ceiling in long orange shapes when the lamp was low and the hearth was the only real light left in the house. He understood, most of all, that this was the hour for stories.

WRN: Which one tonight?

She sat on the edge of his small bed, the particular shape of a mother settling in for the part of the evening she enjoyed as much as her son did, and Arthur, propped against his pillow with the blanket pulled to his chin, considered the question with the great seriousness toddlers brought to decisions that adults found trivial.

ART: The sky one.
WRN: The sky one. Again?
ART: Again.

She smiled, the particular fond exasperation of a parent asked to repeat a favorite for the dozenth time, and settled more comfortably against the headboard, the firelight catching the edge of her face as she began.

WRN: Long, long ago, further back than your grandmother's grandmother could count, there was a girl who could paint with starlight.
ART: Was she real?
WRN: All the old stories were real once. They've just gotten softer with the telling, the way river stones get softer with the water running over them long enough.
ART: What was her name?
WRN: They called her many things, by the time the story reached me. Some say Astra. Some say something close to it but not quite. She lost someone she loved very much, and for a long while she couldn't paint at all, because the light lived in her hands and her grief had put it out.
ART: What happened?
WRN: A friend came. Stubborn as anything, this friend, wouldn't leave her be even when she didn't open the door. And slowly, the way light always comes back if you give it enough patient mornings, she found her hands again. She painted her friend's likeness in pure starlight on a grave, so bright they say you could see it from the next village over.

Arthur's eyes were heavy already, the particular fight against sleep that small children waged every night and lost every night, but he held on a moment longer.

ART: Did she become a hero?
WRN: I think she already was one. She just had to remember it.

On other nights, it was Calder who sat at the bedside, his stories rougher around the edges, less polished, more prone to wandering into tangents about things that had nothing to do with the original tale before circling back to it with a laugh and a shrug.

CLD: Alright. Tonight's the one about the knight who gave it all up.
ART: The one with the crest?
CLD: The very one. There was a knight, once, sworn to protect the realm, and he failed. Not because he wasn't strong. Because failing is just a thing that happens, even to the strong ones, maybe especially to the strong ones, because they're the ones who get asked to do the impossible most often.
ART: What did he do?
CLD: He gave his title back. Walked away from it entirely, because he didn't think he deserved to wear it anymore.
ART: That sounds sad.
CLD: It is, a bit. But here's the thing your old man wants you to understand, because I think it's the important part. Giving something up doesn't mean you've stopped being who you are underneath it. This knight, stripped of his crest and his title and everything that told the world what he was, still threw himself between a child and a weapon meant to kill that child. Nearly died doing it.
ART: Did he die?
CLD: No. He lived. Bled plenty, but he lived. And after that, nobody needed to see his crest to know exactly what he was.

Arthur considered this with the particular solemn attention small children gave to things that mattered, even when they didn't fully understand why they mattered yet.

ART: What was he?
CLD: A protector. Always had been. The title was just paperwork. He was the real thing underneath it the whole time.

He ruffled Arthur's hair, the particular rough affection of a father who showed love more easily with his hands than his words, and Arthur burrowed deeper into the blankets, already half gone into sleep.

ART: Papa?
CLD: Mm.
ART: Were you ever a hero?

Calder went quiet for a moment, the particular pause of someone deciding how much truth a question this size could carry at this hour, this age.

CLD: Not the way the stories mean it. But I traveled a fair bit, before I met your mother. Saw things most folks in this village never will. Did some good where I could find it.
ART: Were you scared?
CLD: All the time. That's not something the stories tell you enough. Being scared and doing the thing anyway, that's most of what being brave actually is.

Arthur's eyes were closed now, his breathing slowing into the particular even rhythm of a child finally losing the fight against sleep, and Calder sat with him a moment longer, watching the firelight move across his small sleeping face.

CLD: Goodnight, Arthur.

He blew out the candle on the nightstand and left the door open a crack, the way he always did, the small reliable kindness of a father who understood that even the safest house could feel large and dark to someone still this small.




[ Every legend a child hears at bedtime becomes, eventually, a quiet permission slip for the person they will choose to become. ]




Chapter 240: What I Want To Be

Arthur was four the night he asked the question that changed nothing on the surface and everything underneath it.

It had been an ordinary evening up to that point, the particular unremarkable rhythm of a household that had long since settled into its comfortable shapes. Wren had made stew with the last of the autumn vegetables. Calder had come in from the fields smelling of dirt and effort, the particular honest tiredness of a man who worked with his hands and slept well because of it. Arthur had eaten more than usual, which Wren had noted with the quiet satisfaction parents took in their children's appetites, and the evening had wound down toward bedtime the way evenings always did.

Calder was the one who carried him up the stairs that night, Arthur's small arms looped around his father's neck, already half drowsy from the warmth of the fire and the fullness of dinner.

He set him down on the bed and pulled the blanket up, and Arthur, instead of immediately asking for a story the way he usually did, simply looked at him for a long moment, his small face caught in that particular thoughtful stillness that sometimes overtook children right before they said something that surprised the adults around them.

ART: Papa.
CLD: Mm.
ART: I want to be a hero.

He said it plainly, without the performance children sometimes brought to grand declarations, just a simple statement of fact delivered with the complete sincerity that only small children seemed capable of, the particular conviction that had not yet learned to doubt itself. Calder sat down slowly on the edge of the bed.

CLD: Yeah?
ART: Like in the stories. Like the painter lady and the knight who gave his crest back. I want to do something that matters.
CLD: That's a big thing to want.
ART: I know. I want it anyway.

Something in Calder's chest tightened at that, the particular ache of a parent recognizing, suddenly and completely, that the small person in front of him had begun, however faintly, to imagine a future that extended beyond this house, this village, this safe and contained life they had built together.

CLD: Can I tell you something I haven't told you yet? About me, before your mother.

Arthur nodded, fully awake now despite the late hour, the particular alertness children reserved for moments when an adult was about to tell them something real.

CLD: I left this village when I was sixteen. Younger than you'd think reasonable, looking back, but I didn't think much of reasonable at the time. I wanted to see what was past the hills. I wanted to matter, the same way you just said it. I think every young person wants that, one way or another.
ART: Where did you go?
CLD: Everywhere I could manage. Worked escort jobs on the trade roads. Helped clear out an old ruin once that had gone strange, the kind of place that made the hair on your neck stand up before you even understood why. Got into more fights than I should have, walked away from most of them, learned the hard way which ones you can't walk away from.
ART: Were you good at it?

Calder considered this honestly, the particular care of someone who didn't want to oversell himself to a child who would, eventually, learn to tell the difference between a story and the truth.

CLD: Good enough to survive. Not good enough to be anyone the stories would remember. There's a difference, and it took me a long while to be alright with that difference.
ART: Why did you stop?
CLD: I met your mother.

He said it simply, the way you said the truest things, without elaboration, because elaboration would have diminished something that didn't need it.

CLD: I was passing through this village on my way somewhere else, some job I don't even remember the details of anymore, and I saw her at the market arguing with a merchant about the price of thread, of all things, absolutely unwilling to back down even though the difference was maybe two coppers. And I thought, that's the most stubborn person I've ever seen, and I want to know her.
ART: Did you tell her that?
CLD: Eventually. Took me a few weeks to work up the nerve. But yes.

Arthur smiled at that, the particular delighted smile of a child enjoying a story about his own parents that he had never heard before.

ART: And then you stayed?
CLD: And then I stayed. Gave up the road, gave up the jobs, gave up whatever vague idea I'd had about being someone the stories would remember. And I want you to understand something important, Arthur, because I don't think the bedtime stories always make this part clear enough.
ART: What part?
CLD: I don't regret it. Not for one single day. Staying wasn't giving up on mattering. It was learning that mattering doesn't only look like the things in the old stories. It can look like a quiet life, built carefully, with people you love in it.

Arthur was quiet for a moment, processing this with the particular seriousness he brought to most things that mattered to him.

ART: But I still want to be a hero.

Calder laughed, soft and warm, the particular sound of a father who had expected exactly this response and found himself glad for it anyway.

CLD: I know. And that's alright too. I'm not telling you not to want it. I'm telling you that whatever you end up becoming, hero or farmer or something nobody's invented a word for yet, it'll matter. Because you're the one becoming it.
ART: Promise?
CLD: Promise.

He tucked the blanket more firmly around his son's shoulders, the particular careful gesture of a father who still, even now, found himself astonished by how much smaller Arthur was than the size of what he was already beginning to want.

CLD: Get some sleep. Heroes need their rest same as farmers do.
ART: Is that true?
CLD: I have no idea. But it sounds wise, and it's late, so let's go with it.

Arthur laughed, small and sleepy, and closed his eyes, and Calder sat with him a moment longer the way he always did, watching the particular peaceful stillness settle over his son's face as sleep finally won out.

He thought, sitting there in the dark, about the road he had once walked. About the ruins and the escort jobs and the particular loneliness of a journey undertaken because staying still had felt, at sixteen, like the worst thing imaginable. He thought about how differently it felt now, sitting still, watching his son sleep, the particular fullness of a mattering he had never found out on the road no matter how far he'd walked looking for it.

He hoped, quietly, that whatever Arthur eventually became, the boy would find his own version of that fullness too. He did not yet know how far his son's road would eventually take him, or what it would cost, or what it would earn him in return. He simply sat in the dark beside his sleeping son, and was, for this one ordinary night, entirely and completely content.




[ Every father who has ever walked away from the road hopes, quietly, that his son finds his own reason to walk it. ]




Chapter 241: The Girl By The Well

The village schoolhouse sat at the center of everything, the way schoolhouses in small villages often did, close enough to the market square that the smell of fresh bread drifted through the open windows on baking days and close enough to the well that the younger children were sent to fetch water as a kind of unofficial extension of their lessons.

Arthur was five the first time he walked there on his own two feet instead of being carried, his mother's hand in his for the first half of the walk before she let go at the edge of the square, trusting the remaining distance to him the way parents trusted small distances long before they trusted larger ones. He found the well before he found the schoolhouse door.

A girl was sitting on its low stone rim, her knees pulled up, watching the other children gather and shout and chase each other across the square with the particular detached interest of someone deciding whether any of it looked worth joining. She looked at him as he approached.

GIRL: You're new.
ART: I'm not new. I've always lived here.
GIRL: New to school, I mean. I haven't seen you before.
ART: Oh. Yes. Today's my first day.

She studied him for a moment with the particular frank assessment children brought to evaluating other children, no diplomacy yet learned, no filter between observation and statement.

GIRL: You look nervous.
ART: I'm not nervous.
GIRL: You're holding your hands really tight.

Arthur looked down. He was, in fact, holding his hands tightly together, the particular unconscious gesture of someone trying to keep something steady that wasn't entirely steady on its own.

ART: Maybe a little nervous.
GIRL: That's alright. Everyone's nervous the first day. I was nervous my first day, except I didn't have anyone sitting with me at the well, so I just had to be nervous by myself, which is worse.
ART: Why didn't anyone sit with you?
GIRL: I don't know. Maybe nobody else gets to school early enough.

She seemed to consider this a satisfactory enough answer and moved over slightly on the stone rim, the particular small gesture that meant an invitation without needing to state it directly, and Arthur, after a moment's hesitation, sat down beside her.

GIRL: I'm Elsie.
ART: Arthur.
ELS: That's a good name. Sturdy.
ART: What does sturdy mean?
ELS: Like a good chair. Doesn't wobble.

Arthur considered whether being compared to a chair was a compliment and decided, based on the matter-of-fact way she'd said it, that it probably was.

ELS: What's your ability?

The question arrived the way it always seemed to arrive between children this age, casual and assumed, the particular unthinking confidence of someone who had never once had reason to consider that the question might not have an easy answer.

Arthur felt something tighten in his chest, the first small precursor of a feeling he would come to know intimately over the following years, though at five years old he did not yet have the language for it, only the sensation.

ART: I don't have one yet.
ELS: Yet?
ART: That's what my mama says. That it'll come when it comes.

Elsie nodded, accepting this with the easy credulity of a child who had no particular reason to doubt an explanation offered with confidence, and Arthur felt the tightness in his chest ease slightly, grateful for the simplicity of her acceptance.

ELS: I can make the wind do small things. Not big things. Just little things, like making leaves spin or carrying my voice further than it should go.

She demonstrated, a small gust curling around them both, lifting a few fallen leaves from the ground in a lazy spiral before letting them drift back down, and Arthur watched it with open delighted fascination, the particular wonder children brought to abilities that weren't their own.

ART: That's amazing.
ELS: It's alright. My brother can do much bigger things. Makes me feel a bit small, next to him.
ART: I think it's amazing.

She looked at him properly then, something in her expression shifting slightly, the particular warmth that arrived when someone offered you a kindness you hadn't expected and weren't quite sure how to receive gracefully.

ELS: Thanks.

The schoolhouse bell rang across the square, the particular clanging summons that meant the day's lessons were about to begin, and the scattered children began converging toward the door in loose disorganized clusters, the noise of the morning rising around them.

Elsie stood, brushing off her skirt, and held out a hand toward Arthur with the same unthinking confidence she'd shown throughout their entire brief acquaintance.

ELS: Come on. We can sit together. I'll show you where the good seats are. Not too close to the front, not too close to the back. Right in the middle, where the teacher mostly forgets you exist.
ART: Is that good?
ELS: It's the best. Trust me.

Arthur took her hand, and together they crossed the square toward the schoolhouse door, two small figures moving through the noisy current of other children, and Arthur, despite the nervousness still sitting somewhere underneath his ribs, felt something else arrive alongside it, something warmer, something that felt remarkably like the beginning of a good thing. He did not yet know how much that good thing would come to matter.

He simply held onto her hand, and let her lead him toward the door, the way you let yourself be led on a first day by someone who already seemed to understand the shape of the world a little better than you did.




[ Some friendships begin with grand gestures. Others begin with a girl on a well, deciding, without much ceremony, that you're worth sitting beside. ]




Chapter 242: Ordinary Days

The months that followed settled into a rhythm Arthur would later remember as some of the happiest of his life, though he would not understand that until much later, the particular delayed recognition that always arrived once a good thing had become a thing you'd lost.

At the time, it simply felt like Tuesdays.

Elsie was, true to her word, an excellent guide to the unspoken architecture of village school, the seating arrangements and the unofficial rules of the schoolyard and the precise timing required to claim the good spot under the old oak tree during lunch before anyone else thought to. She seemed to know everything worth knowing about the social terrain of their small world, dispensed it freely and without condescension, and Arthur absorbed it the way children absorbed things that mattered to them, completely and without effort.

ELS: You have to throw the ball higher than that or Tomas catches it every time.
ART: I am throwing it high.
ELS: You're throwing it medium, at best.

They played the games children played, the chasing and the counting and the elaborate invented rules that shifted meaning depending on who was winning, and Arthur found himself, more often than not, laughing in a way that had nothing complicated underneath it, the particular uncomplicated joy of a child simply being a child among other children.

The other kids had begun showing small signs of their abilities by then, the way most village children did by five or six, little sparks and flickers, nothing dramatic, mostly the kind of thing that announced itself in small accidents and unexpected outcomes rather than grand displays. Tomas could make small stones skip further than physics should allow when he threw them.

A girl named Pria occasionally made her own shadow move independently for a second or two before it settled back into obedience.

Felix, who Arthur had noticed mostly from a distance so far, a loud confident boy a year ahead of them who held court at the center of most schoolyard activities, had apparently sparked actual visible lightning from his fingertips during a thunderstorm the previous month, an event that had been talked about with the particular awe children reserved for genuinely impressive displays. Arthur had shown nothing.

He had noticed this, in the quiet observant way children noticed things without yet building elaborate meaning around them, but it had not yet become something heavy. It simply was, the way some children were taller and some were shorter, the way some could whistle and some couldn't, one fact among many small facts that made up the texture of being five years old in a village full of other five and six and seven year olds.

ELS: When do you think yours will come?

They were sitting under the old oak during lunch, sharing the bread Wren had packed that morning, the particular easy intimacy of two children who had decided, somewhere in the past months without ever formally discussing it, that they were friends now.

ART: I don't know. Mama says it'll come when it comes.
ELS: That's what my mama said too, before mine came. Took longer than my brother's did. He had his by the time he could walk, practically. Mine didn't show up till I was four.
ART: Were you scared it wouldn't come at all?

Elsie considered this with the particular seriousness she brought to questions she found genuinely interesting.

ELS: A little. But everyone's does eventually. That's just how it works.
ART: That's what I figure too.

He said it with the easy confidence of someone who had no reason yet to doubt it, the particular uncomplicated certainty children carried before the world gave them cause to question it, and Elsie nodded, accepting this the way she accepted most things he told her, without suspicion.

ELS: My brother's going to teach me how to make the wind carry sound further. Like, all the way across the village. He says I'm not ready yet but I think he's just being annoying about it.
ART: That sounds amazing.
ELS: It would be. Imagine being able to whisper something and have it heard a mile away.
ART: What would you whisper?

She considered this with mock seriousness, the particular performance children sometimes put on when they wanted to draw out a moment of shared imagination.

ELS: Something important. Like, everyone needs to come to the well right now, there's free bread.
ART: Is there free bread?
ELS: No, but they'd come anyway, and that's the funny part.

Arthur laughed, the particular full unguarded laugh of a child who had not yet learned to hold anything back, and Elsie laughed with him, and the autumn afternoon continued around them, ordinary and warm and entirely unremarkable in the way that the best days of childhood always were, precisely because nothing remarkable needed to happen for them to matter.

The bell rang eventually, the way it always did, summoning them back toward lessons, and they gathered their things and walked back across the schoolyard together, two small figures among many, indistinguishable from any other pair of friends in any other village, on any other ordinary autumn day.

Arthur did not know, walking back into the schoolhouse beside her, that the ease of this particular season would not last forever.

He simply knew that today had been good, and that tomorrow, by every reasonable expectation a five year old could hold, would probably be good too. For now, that was enough.




[ The kindest thing about childhood is that it does not know, while it is happening, that it will not always be this easy. ]




Chapter 243: The Shape Of The World

The schoolhouse smelled of chalk dust and old wood on the mornings Master Hobbes taught geography, a smell Arthur had come to associate specifically with the particular restless energy of a room full of children forced to sit still for a subject that felt, to most of them, entirely disconnected from anything that mattered in their actual lives.

Master Hobbes was an older man, thin in the way that some old men were thin, more from a lifetime of nervous energy than from any lack of eating, and he had a habit of tapping his pointer stick against the large hanging map at the front of the room with a rhythm that Arthur suspected he wasn't even aware of, the particular unconscious tic of someone who had given this exact lesson so many times that his body performed parts of it without requiring his mind's full participation.

HOB: Now then. Who can tell me the seven provinces of Maeris?

A scattering of hands went up, the particular enthusiasm children reserved for questions with clean memorized answers, and Master Hobbes pointed his stick at a girl in the front row.

HOB: Go on, then.
GIRL: Astoria, Castelgard, Corvane, Drennick, Lassiter, Valdrun, and Eskandar.
HOB: Very good. And which one are we sitting in right now?

The room answered this one together, the particular unified drone of children reciting something so obvious it barely required thought.

ROOM: Astoria!
HOB: Correct. The Sworn Kingdom of Astoria, westernmost of all the provinces, where the sun sets last across the whole of Maeris.

He tapped the map, tracing the pointer along the western edge of the western continent, and Arthur watched the movement with the particular fascination he brought to anything involving the wider shape of the world beyond the village, the same fascination that had kept him wide awake during his father's bedtime stories about roads he'd never walked.

HOB: Now. Castelgard, the Walled March, guards our eastern border here. Corvane, the Free Holds, sit along the southern coast, more villages loosely bound together than a proper kingdom. Drennick, the Iron Reach, is where most of the metalwork and mining comes from, harsh country, harsh people, though I'll deny saying that if any of you repeat it to a Drennick trader.

A few children laughed at that, the particular easy laughter of a classroom enjoying a teacher's small joke.

HOB: The Merchant Republic of Lassiter straddles both continents, here and here, controlling most of the trade across the Sea of Serenity. And the Sunward Realm of Eskandar sits warm and golden in the south, or so I'm told. Never been myself.

He moved his pointer east, across the wide blue expanse marking the Sea of Serenity, toward the far edge of the map, and something in his voice shifted slightly as he did, the particular careful neutrality adults sometimes adopted when discussing something they didn't want to frighten children with directly but couldn't avoid mentioning either.

HOB: And here, at the very eastern edge of the world, sits Valdrun. Once called the Old Dominion. The oldest seat of power in all of Maeris, they say, before it fell to ruin some two centuries back.

A girl near the back raised her hand.

GIRL: Why did it fall, Master Hobbes?
HOB: That's a longer story than we have time for today.
GIRL: But why?

Master Hobbes set his pointer down against the chalk ledge, the particular pause of someone deciding how much truth a room full of small children could reasonably hold.

HOB: The stories say a great darkness took root there. That the man who ruled Valdrun back then was corrupted by something old and terrible, something that should have stayed buried, and that he became something else entirely. Something the old stories call the Ruined God now, though whether he's a god or a king or something in between, nobody living can rightly say.

The room had gone quiet in the particular way rooms of children went quiet when a story tipped from history into something closer to a fireside tale, the kind that made the hair on your arms stand up even in broad daylight.

HOB: Valdrun's been barren ever since. No one goes there. No one who's gone there has ever come back to tell what they found.

He straightened, the particular brisk shift of a teacher steering the lesson back toward safer ground before it went somewhere he'd regret.

HOB: But that's quite enough of that for one morning. Let's return to-
ART: I'll defeat him.

The words were out of Arthur's mouth before he had fully decided to say them, the particular impulsive honesty of a seven year old whose conviction had outpaced his sense of when convictions were appropriate to announce.

He was standing, he realized, a beat too late to sit back down without drawing more attention than he already had. The whole room had turned to look at him, the particular weight of two dozen sets of eyes landing on him all at once.

HOB: I beg your pardon?
ART: The Ruined God. Whoever he is. I'll defeat him someday.

He said it with complete sincerity, the same plain conviction he'd carried into his father's bedroom months before, and for one suspended second the classroom held its silence, the particular pause before a room decided how to react to something unexpected. Then someone laughed.

It started with one boy near the window, a short bark of surprised amusement, and it spread the way laughter did among children, catching quickly, gathering momentum, until most of the room was laughing outright, not cruelly exactly, just the easy delighted laughter of children who found the sheer scale of the claim absurd coming from someone their own size.

FEL: You? You can't even make a spark. What are you going to do, throw dirt at him?

Felix's voice carried clearly over the others, the particular confident volume of a boy who never had to worry about being heard, and the laughter redoubled at that, several kids repeating some version of throw dirt at him between fresh peals of giggling. Arthur felt his face go hot.

He sat back down slowly, the particular deflation of a declaration that had sounded enormous in his own head and had landed, out loud, as something considerably smaller and more ridiculous than he'd intended. Master Hobbes rapped his pointer against the desk, the sharp sound cutting through the laughter with practiced efficiency.

HOB: That's enough, all of you. Settle down.

The laughter subsided reluctantly, dissolving into scattered snickers and the particular residual grins children took a while to fully abandon, and Master Hobbes looked at Arthur for a moment with an expression that wasn't quite laughing and wasn't quite serious either, something harder to categorize.

HOB: Ambition's no laughing matter, whatever else it is. Sit down, lad. We'll see what becomes of it.

It wasn't quite a defense. It wasn't quite dismissal either. Arthur took what comfort he could from the ambiguity and stared very hard at his own desk, willing his face to cool. Beside him, Elsie leaned over slightly, her voice low enough that only he could hear it.

ELS: I don't think it's funny.
ART: Thanks.
ELS: I think it's a bit much. But not funny.

He almost smiled at that, the particular honest bluntness that was entirely Elsie, offering comfort and mild teasing in the same breath without seeming to notice any contradiction between them.

Master Hobbes continued the lesson, moving on to something about trade routes and river crossings, and the room settled back into its ordinary rhythm, the moment already fading into the background noise of an otherwise unremarkable morning. Arthur did not look up again for the rest of the lesson.

But somewhere underneath the heat still lingering in his face, something else sat quietly, stubborn and unbothered by the laughter, the same something that had spoken before he'd had the chance to stop it. He had meant it. He wasn't yet sure what that meant for him. But he had meant it, every word, and no amount of laughing was going to talk him out of having meant it.




[ Every impossible thing that has ever been accomplished began as something a room full of people laughed at first. ]




Chapter 244: Still Nothing

By the time Arthur turned seven, most of the children in his year had something. Not all of them had abilities as visible or dramatic as Felix's lightning, but nearly everyone had at least a flicker of something by now, some small proof that whatever lived inside them had begun to stir. Tomas could skip stones further than the laws of the world seemed to allow. Pria's shadow had grown bolder, detaching itself for whole seconds at a time now instead of just one or two. A quiet boy named Denner, who rarely spoke to anyone, had revealed without any fanfare that he could make small plants grow slightly faster if he concentrated, a gift he mostly used to win minor bets involving turnip seeds.

Arthur had none of it.

He had grown used to the particular ache of standing at the edge of schoolyard games where ability mattered, not excluded exactly, the other children were not cruel enough for that, not yet, but quietly other, the way a single mismatched stone stood out in an otherwise even wall.

He watched it happen again on an ordinary afternoon in early spring.

A cluster of children had gathered near the fence at the yard's edge, taking turns showing off small tricks, the particular casual performance children engaged in when they had something worth performing and an audience willing to watch. Pria let her shadow peel away from her feet and creep along the fence rail. Tomas skipped a stone across the muddy puddle left from the morning's rain, sending it bouncing an impossible six times before it finally sank.

ART: Do it again.
TOM: Watch this one, it's even further.

Arthur watched, genuinely delighted despite the quiet ache underneath the delight, the particular complicated feeling of being glad for his friends and lonely on his own behalf at exactly the same time. Elsie, beside him, sent a small curl of wind spinning through the gathered leaves at their feet, catching a few and lifting them into a lazy spiral before letting them drift back down.

ELS: Your turn, Arthur.

She said it without thinking, the particular automatic invitation of a game where everyone was expected to have a turn, and the moment the words left her mouth Arthur watched her realize her mistake, her expression shifting quickly, the particular scramble of someone trying to walk back something that couldn't quite be walked back.

ELS: I mean. You don't have to. If you don't want to.
ART: It's fine.
ELS: I wasn't thinking.
ART: It's really fine, Elsie.

It was not entirely fine, but it was fine enough to say out loud without his voice cracking, and Arthur offered her a small smile to prove it, the particular practiced performance of reassurance he had gotten better at over the past several months, better at making his face say something calmer than what sat underneath it.

The other children had already moved on to something else, the moment passing the way most small moments passed among children, quickly and without lasting weight to anyone except the person left standing at its center. That evening, at dinner, Arthur set down his spoon with more deliberation than the gesture required.

ART: Mama. Papa. Why hasn't mine come yet?

The question landed in the particular quiet that followed a thing finally being asked directly after circling unasked for a long while, and Wren and Calder exchanged a glance across the table, the particular quick wordless conversation parents sometimes held in the space of a single look.

WRN: Abilities come in their own time, love. You know that.
ART: But everyone else has theirs. Even Denner, and he's quiet as anything, he barely talks and even he's got something.
CLD: Some come later than others. That's simply how it works sometimes.
ART: How much later?

Calder set his own fork down, meeting his son's eyes directly, the particular steady attention he gave to things he wanted Arthur to understand fully rather than simply hear.

CLD: I don't know, Arthur. I won't lie to you and pretend I do. Some children don't show anything till they're ten, eleven, even older. It happens. Rarely, but it happens.
ART: And if it doesn't come at all?

The question arrived plainly, without drama, the particular blunt honesty children were sometimes capable of precisely because they hadn't yet learned to soften the things that frightened them, and the silence that followed it sat heavier than the one before.

WRN: Then we'll figure that out together, if it comes to that. But it's not something you need to carry right now. You're seven. You have time yet.
ART: Everyone keeps saying yet.
WRN: Because it's true.
ART: What if it stops being true?

Wren reached across the table and took his hand, her grip warm and certain in a way that asked him to believe her even if belief required more effort than usual tonight.

WRN: Then you'll still be exactly who you are right now. My son. Kind, and stubborn, and entirely too clever for his own good sometimes. An ability wouldn't change any of that. Its absence doesn't either.

Arthur looked at her for a long moment, wanting badly to accept the comfort at full value, and finding that some smaller, quieter part of him could only accept it partway.

ART: Okay.

He said it because saying anything else felt unfair to how hard she was trying, not because the word carried its full usual weight, and Wren seemed to understand this, offering him a small sad smile that acknowledged the gap without commenting on it directly.

Later, after Arthur had gone up to bed, Wren and Calder sat together by the dying fire, the particular quiet of a house settling into its evening stillness.

WRN: He's starting to really feel it now.
CLD: I know.
WRN: What if it really doesn't come, Calder?

Calder was quiet for a long moment, staring into the embers with the particular weight of a father turning over a fear he'd been holding privately for longer than he'd admitted aloud.

CLD: Then we'll help him build a life that doesn't need it. Same as we'd do for anything else life handed him that he didn't ask for.
WRN: He wants to be a hero. He said as much to a room full of children who laughed at him for it.
CLD: I heard.
WRN: And you're not worried?
CLD: I'm terrified, if I'm honest. But I watched that boy stand up in front of a room that laughed at him and hold his ground anyway. Whatever else he does or doesn't end up with, he's got something most children twice his age don't.
WRN: And what's that?
CLD: He doesn't quit. Not even when quitting would be easier.

Wren looked at the fire, the last of its light flickering low and orange across her tired face, and said nothing further, the particular silence of someone who wanted badly to share her husband's confidence and wasn't quite there yet.

Upstairs, in his small dark room, Arthur lay awake longer than usual, staring at the ceiling, turning his own hands over in the dark the way he'd started doing lately, watching them for some sign, any sign, that never came. He got up eventually, quietly, careful not to wake anyone, and stood at his window looking out at the moonlit yard below.

He raised his hand toward the sky, the way he'd seen Elsie raise hers when she called the wind, the way he imagined the old stories' heroes must have raised theirs before something extraordinary answered.

Nothing happened.

He stood there a while longer anyway, his arm growing tired, refusing to lower it, the particular stubborn insistence of a boy who had not yet learned that some things could not be willed into existence through sheer wanting alone. Eventually he lowered his arm and went back to bed. But he did not stop wanting it.




[ The waiting is its own kind of weight, heavier for having no name yet to carry it by. ]




Chapter 245: The Unmarked

Arthur heard the word for the first time on a Tuesday, and it was not even meant for him to hear. He was eight years old by then, and he had developed the particular quiet skill that children on the edges of things always develop, the ability to hear conversations that were not addressed to him, to read the shapes of words passed between adults over his head, to notice when a sentence changed direction because he had walked into the room. It was a survival skill, though he did not think of it that way. He thought of it as paying attention. Two women were talking outside the baker's, their voices pitched at the volume adults used when they believed children were not listening.

WOM: The Lyerm boy, still nothing?
BKR: Nothing at all, from what I hear. Eight years old now.
WOM: Eight. My word. Past eight it almost never comes, you know. My mother used to say if the soul hasn't spoken by eight, it's got nothing to say.
BKR: Poor thing. An Unmarked, in this day and age.
WOM: Doesn't happen once in a generation, even.
BKR: The parents must be beside themselves.

Arthur stood very still beside the baker's cart, a loaf of bread held against his chest, the errand his mother had sent him on suddenly very far away, and the word settled into him the way certain words did, past the skin, past the ribs, into the place where words became permanent. Unmarked. He had never heard it before. He did not need it explained.

He walked home the long way, and did not tell his mother what he had heard, and put the bread on the table, and said everything was fine when she asked, and lay awake that night with the word circling him in the dark like something patient. The schoolyard had changed as they had all grown older.

The games of early childhood, the chasing and counting games where an ability was a delight but never a requirement, had given way over the years to something with sharper edges. The children were nine and ten and eleven now, and abilities had stopped being tricks and started being rank. Who could do what, and how well, and against whom. The schoolyard had quietly reorganized itself around those questions the way water reorganized itself around stones, without anyone ever deciding it aloud. Felix stood at the center of it, the way Felix stood at the center of most things. His lightning had grown with him. What had once been sparks between his fingers was now a thing he could hold, a crackling arc he could pass from hand to hand like a juggler's ribbon, and on the days he felt generous he would demonstrate it for the younger children, who watched with their mouths open, and on the days he felt less generous he would demonstrate it anyway, just closer to people than strictly necessary.

Arthur had learned to be elsewhere on those days. It was not fear, or it was not only fear. It was arithmetic. He had done the sum many times and it always came out the same: there was nothing he could win in Felix's orbit, and several things he could lose, and so he kept his distance with the practiced invisibility he had spent three years perfecting, and mostly, mostly, it worked. It did not work on the last day of the harvest break. The yard was crowded, the whole school spilled out into the long afternoon, and Felix was holding court by the fence with his lightning dancing between his palms, and a knot of children had gathered to watch, and Arthur made the mistake, the small ordinary mistake, of walking past on his way to the well where Elsie was waiting.

FEL: Lyerm.

He should have kept walking. He would tell himself that for years afterward, turning the moment over in the dark, examining all the ways it could have gone differently. He should have kept walking. He stopped.

FEL: We're comparing. Everyone's showing theirs. You're the only one who hasn't gone.

The knot of children had turned to look at him, fifteen or twenty of them, and the particular silence that fell was not a kind one. It was an audience's silence. It was the silence of people who already knew the shape of what was coming and had decided, in the wordless way crowds decided things, to let it come.

ART: I was just heading to the well.
FEL: The well can wait. Go on. Show us yours.
ART: You know I don't have one.

He said it evenly. He was proud of that, later, the only part of the whole afternoon he managed to be proud of, that his voice had stayed level when he said it.

FEL: Say it louder.
ART: You heard me.
FEL: I did. I just think everyone should hear it. Some of the little ones still don't believe me when I tell them. They think everyone's got something, even if it's small. They've never met an Unmarked before.

The word landed in the open air of the schoolyard and Arthur felt it hit the crowd, felt the small ripple move through the gathered children, the younger ones turning to whisper to each other, and the heat rose in his face before he could stop it, and Felix saw it rise, and smiled the way he smiled, easy and unhurried, a boy who had never once in his life needed to be cruel quickly.

FEL: See, there it is. Nothing in him at all. The soul's supposed to speak, my father says. His just never bothered.
ART: Stop.
FEL: I'm not doing anything. I'm educating.

He stepped closer, the lightning still moving lazily between his hands, and Arthur held his ground because backing up in front of the whole school was a door that, once walked through, never closed again, and Felix knew that too, and closed the rest of the distance himself.

FEL: You want to know what I think? I think it's a kindness, in a way. The rest of us have to figure out what we're for. You already know you're not for anything.

And he put his palm flat against Arthur's chest, almost gently, and pushed. There was nothing gentle in the current that came with it. It was not a full strike, not the kind Felix used on fence posts to impress the little ones. It was a fraction of that, calibrated with the casual precision of a boy who had never once been told no by the world, just enough to seize every muscle in Arthur's body at once, and Arthur's legs went out from under him and the packed dirt of the schoolyard came up hard against his shoulder and hip, and he was down. The laughter came the way it had come in the classroom a year before, one voice first and then the rest, but it was older laughter now, and it had edges.

He tried to get up. His arms would not answer properly, the current still ringing through them, muscles firing in small useless spasms, and so he lay in the dirt of the schoolyard in front of the entire school while Felix stood over him with the lightning back in his palms, unbothered, barely interested, a boy inspecting the result of a small experiment.

FEL: See. Nothing. Not even enough in him to fall properly.

He wanted to speak. He has never, in all the years afterward, been able to remember what he wanted to say. Only that his mouth would not make it, and the dirt was cold against his cheek, and above him the sky of Astoria went on being enormous and blue and completely indifferent, and somewhere in the crowd someone was laughing so hard they had to hold onto the fence. Then the laughter stopped.

It did not fade. It stopped, cut off, and Arthur turned his head against the dirt and saw why. Elsie had come from the well.

She had come through the crowd without going around it, and children twice her size had gotten out of her way without being asked, because there is a particular way a person moves when they have stopped being careful, and every child recognizes it on sight, and Elsie was moving that way now, and she did not stop until she was standing directly between Arthur and Felix with the wind already rising around her ankles, lifting the dust of the yard in slow, tight spirals.

ELS: Touch him again.

She said it quietly. That was the thing everyone remembered about it afterward, that she did not shout. Felix was a head taller than her, holding live lightning in both hands in front of the whole school, and this small furious girl looked up at him and spoke at the volume of ordinary conversation, and every single person in the yard heard every word.

ELS: Go on. Touch him again, in front of everyone, and see what happens to you.
FEL: This is nothing to do with you.
ELS: He's my friend. It's everything to do with me.
FEL: He's an Unmarked, Elsie. You're embarrassing yourself.
ELS: And you're a coward.

The word cracked across the yard louder than his lightning ever had.

ELS: You waited three years. Three years, and you only did this today, in front of everyone, with him alone, because you knew, you have always known, that he'd stand there and take it rather than give you the satisfaction. That's not strength, Felix. Strength wouldn't need an audience. You're a coward with a parlor trick, and every person in this yard just watched you prove it on someone half your voltage, and they laughed because they're cowards too.

Nobody laughed now. Felix's jaw worked. The lightning in his hands flickered, brightened, and for one long moment the whole yard held its breath, and Elsie did not move an inch, her chin up, the wind coiling tighter around her, waiting. Then Felix smiled again, the smile that never reached anything, and let the lightning die.

FEL: Whatever. It's not worth it. Neither of them are.

He turned and walked off toward the schoolhouse, and the crowd, deprived of its ending, began to break apart the way crowds did, in twos and threes, already rebuilding the afternoon in the versions they would tell at their dinner tables, and inside two minutes the yard was just a yard again. Elsie turned and knelt in the dirt beside him.

ELS: Arthur. Hey. Can you move?
ART: In a minute.
ELS: Does it hurt?
ART: In a minute.

She helped him sit up, her hands careful on his shoulder, brushing the dirt from his sleeve with small fierce motions, still trembling faintly with everything she had not gotten to do, and Arthur sat in the dirt of the schoolyard and let her, because his body gave him no other option, and stared at the ground, and could not look at her. That was the part no one saw. Not the fall. Not the current, or the laughter, or the cold dirt against his face. All of that had hurt the way fire hurts, loudly, and loud pain fades. It was this. Sitting in the dirt while an eight year old girl checked him over like something rescued. It was that she had been magnificent, truly, everything the old stories said a hero should be, small and unafraid and standing between harm and the harmed, and it was that she had needed to be, because he could not be, because when the moment had finally come, the moment he had promised a classroom full of laughing children he was built for, he had lain in the dirt and his arms had not answered and a girl had fought his battle for him while the whole school watched.

What kind of man are you going to be, he thought, with a coldness toward himself that no eight year old should have had the vocabulary for, if a girl has to stand over you.

ELS: You're alright.

She said it as a fact, the way she said everything, and squeezed his shoulder once.

ART: Yeah.

He was not. Something had happened in the dirt of that schoolyard that had nothing to do with lightning, some door closing and some other, harder door swinging open, and he was years from having words for it. But he took her hand when she offered it, because refusing it would have hurt her and none of this was her fault, and he let her pull him to his feet, and he stood. That, at least, he did himself.




[ The wounds that shape a life are rarely the ones that bleed. ]




Chapter 246: Why Me

The walk home from school took eleven minutes, and Arthur spent all eleven of them building something. Elsie walked beside him the way she always did, and for the first stretch she talked the way she always talked, filling the road with observations about nothing in particular, the baker's cat that had gotten fat, the way Master Hobbes said the word geography like it had four g's in it, and Arthur answered in the places where answers were expected, and his answers came out one word long, and after a while her talking slowed, and then it stopped.

ELS: You're being quiet.
ART: I'm tired.
ELS: Arthur..?
ART: I'm just tired, Elsie.

She looked at him sideways as they walked, the particular assessing look she had been giving him since the well, since the yard, and he kept his eyes on the road ahead because he had learned by now that Elsie read faces the way other people read books, and he did not want his read.

ELS: You know it doesn't matter what any of them think. Felix is a coward. Everyone saw it.
ART: I know.
ELS: Then why won't you look at me?

He made himself look at her. He made his face do the thing where it was fine, the thing he had been practicing for three years without ever naming the practice, and he even found a smile somewhere and put it on.

ART: See? Fine. Just tired.

Elsie did not believe him. He watched her not believe him, watched her weigh it, watched her decide, with visible reluctance, not to push, because she was eight and he was eight and there is only so far one child can dig into another before the shovel hits something neither of them has words for.

ELS: Alright. Tired.

They walked the rest of the way without talking, and at the fork where her path split from his she touched his sleeve once, brief, and said see you tomorrow, and he said yes, and that was all. He stopped at the gate of his own yard and finished the building. He brushed the last of the dirt from his sleeve, working at it until the fabric showed nothing. He straightened his collar. He bent and rubbed the toe of his boot against the back of his leg until the scuff faded. Then he stood at his own gate for a moment with his hand on the latch and arranged his face the way he had arranged it for Elsie, the fine face, the tired face, and when it sat properly he went in.

The house smelled of onions and rosemary. His mother was at the stove and his father was at the table mending the strap of a feed bag, and the fire was doing what the fire always did, and everything inside those walls was so exactly, unbearably the same as it had been that morning that Arthur felt, for one dangerous second, the whole construction wobble.

WRN: There he is. Wash up, it's nearly ready.
ART: Yes, mama.

He washed his hands at the basin longer than he needed to. Dinner was stew. He ate it. He answered the questions that dinners came with, school was fine, the lesson was sums, no he wasn't hungry for more, and he was careful, so careful, to eat exactly the normal amount and speak exactly the normal amount, because his mother noticed everything and the only defense against a person who noticed everything was to give them nothing that stood out. It almost worked.

WRN: What happened to your neck?

His hand went up before he could stop it. There, below his ear, where the packed dirt of the yard had scraped him when he went down. He had cleaned his sleeve and his boots and forgotten his own skin.

ART: Fell.
WRN: Fell..?
ART: At the well. The stones were wet. Tomas and I were messing about and I slipped.

The lie came out smooth and complete, almost easy, and that was the worst part, how easy, and his mother looked at him for a moment with the spoon resting in her hand, and then the moment passed.

WRN: Well, be more careful. Wet stone's no joke, you could crack your head properly.
ART: Yes, mama.

He looked back at his bowl and felt the lie sit in his stomach alongside the stew, heavier than the stew, and across the table his father had not said anything at all. Calder was watching him. Not sharply. Not the way his mother watched, cataloguing. It was a slower kind of looking, and when Arthur risked meeting it, his father held his eyes for a moment, and something in that look asked a question that had nothing to do with wells or wet stones.

CLD: Everything alright at school, then?
ART: Yes, papa.

One heartbeat. Two.

CLD: Alright.

And he went back to the strap of the feed bag, and Arthur went back to his stew, and the gap between what was true and what was said sat down at the table with the three of them and quietly ate its fill. He made it all the way to his room.

He made it through the goodnights and up the stairs and through the door, and he closed the door behind him with the same care he had given the whole performance, quietly, evenly, the latch settling with a soft click, and he stood in the middle of his small dark room with the moonlight coming grey through the window, and the construction he had spent all evening maintaining came down all at once.

It started in his chest, a heat, a pressure, climbing his throat before he could organize any defense against it, and he barely made it to the bed, barely got his face into the pillow before the first sob tore out of him, and then he was crying the way he had not cried since he was very small, the whole-body kind, the kind that took over breathing and did what it wanted with it.

He pressed the pillow against his mouth so the sound would not carry through the floor. Even this. Even this he had to hide.

The yard came back to him in pieces, the way the worst things always came back, out of order and sharp at the edges. The dirt against his cheek. His arms firing and failing, firing and failing. Felix's voice from somewhere above him, bored, barely interested. You already know you're not for anything. The fence, and someone holding onto it, laughing too hard to stand. Elsie coming through the crowd. Elsie standing over him. Elsie, half his courage and twice his worth, defending him at conversational volume while he lay in the dirt and watched.

ART: Why?

The word came out of the pillow wet and broken, spoken to no one, because there was no one, because that was the whole shape of the thing.

ART: Why am I different?

The room did not answer. The moon came through the window the same as every night.

ART: Everyone has one. Everyone. Denner barely talks and he got one. Pria's is useless and she got one. Why does everyone get one and not me? What's wrong with me?

He rolled onto his back, and the tears ran sideways down into his ears, and he stared at the ceiling and asked it there instead, his voice small and ragged and furious all at once.

ART: What did I do?

Silence.

ART: I didn't do anything. I didn't do anything to anyone. I help mama with the bread and I do my sums and I'm nice, I'm nice to everyone, and Felix is horrible, Felix is horrible to everybody and his soul gave him lightning. Lightning. And mine gave me nothing. So what does that mean? Souls are supposed to speak. That's what they say. If the soul hasn't spoken it's got nothing to say. So is that it? Is there just nothing in me?

His voice cracked on the last of it and he pressed the heels of his hands into his eyes, hard, until colors bloomed in the dark behind them.

ART: I don't want to be nothing.

He whispered it. It was the truest thing he had said all day, the only fully true thing since the schoolyard, and it hung in the small dark room where no one would ever hear it, and the house creaked somewhere below him the way houses do, and his parents' low voices murmured briefly through the floorboards, ordinary and warm and impossibly far away, and Arthur lay on his back in the dark and cried until the crying ran out of him the way it eventually runs out of every child, not because the hurt is finished, but because the body is.

And then he lay in the hollow that comes after.

It was quiet in there. Quiet in the room and quiet in his chest, everything cried out, everything spent, and in that scraped-empty quiet, something else was still there. It had been there the whole time, underneath the crying, waiting for the noise to stop. It did not have words yet. It was not a plan and it was not a wish and it was nothing so grand as the vows heroes made in his father's stories. It was just a small, hard, unbothered thing sitting in the middle of him, the same thing that had stood up in a classroom of laughing children, the same thing that had held an arm up to an empty sky long past tired, and in the emptied-out dark it made itself known, patient as stone.

Never again.

Not spoken. Not decided. Just there, the way bedrock is there when everything above it washes away. Arthur's eyes were still wet when sleep finally took him, and his face on the pillow was still blotched and swollen, and he was still eight years old, and still Unmarked, and still the smallest person in the yard that afternoon. But something had settled in him that had not been settled that morning. And it did not cry, and it did not sleep, and it was not waiting for a soul to speak anymore.




[ A child's hardest question is not answered by the dark. It is answered by who they become while the dark stays silent. ]




Chapter 247: Ask Me

His mother noticed it first, though she did not have a word for what she noticed. She watched him at breakfast, the way he ate without being told to slow down, the way he answered her questions promptly instead of the careful, measured answers he had been giving all week, and she could not have said what was different, only that something was, the particular maternal instinct that read a child's weather even when the child himself could not name it.

WRN: You slept alright?
ART: Yes, mama.

It was not entirely a lie. He had slept, eventually, and whatever had happened to him in the hollow after the crying had stayed with him through the night and into the morning, quiet and unmoving, the way a stone stayed where it landed. He finished his porridge and went out to find his father.

Calder was in the yard behind the house, mending the fence where a post had begun to lean, the particular unhurried work of a man who understood that some jobs simply took the time they took. Arthur stood at the edge of the yard for a moment, watching him, working up whatever it was that needed working up, and then crossed the grass with more purpose than he had shown for anything in days.

ART: Papa.
CLD: Mm.
ART: Will you teach me the sword?

Calder set down his mallet. He did not answer immediately, and Arthur stood there under the weight of the pause, the particular vulnerability of a request finally spoken aloud after sitting unspoken for who knew how long, and Calder studied his son's face with the same slow, careful attention he had given him at dinner two nights before, the look that asked questions it did not put into words.

CLD: The sword.
ART: Yes.
CLD: Where's this coming from.
ART: I just want to learn it.
CLD: Arthur.

He said the name the way fathers said names when they wanted the truth and knew better than to demand it outright, and Arthur felt the whole of the schoolyard rise up behind his teeth, the dirt and the laughter and Elsie standing over him, and he swallowed all of it back down, because some things were still too raw to hand to another person, even this person, even now.

ART: I just want to learn it, papa. Please.

Calder looked at him for a long moment. Something had scraped his son's neck two nights ago that had nothing to do with wet stone, he was nearly certain of that, certain enough that he had lain awake beside Wren turning it over and saying nothing, because a boy who wanted to keep something to himself deserved, sometimes, to be allowed that. He recognized the look on Arthur's face now, too, because he had worn a version of it himself once, a long time ago, on a road a long way from here. He recognized it as the look of someone who had decided something and did not yet have words for what.

CLD: Alright.
ART: Really?
CLD: Really. But I want you to understand something first, before we start. This isn't the stories. It isn't quick and it isn't clean and there's no moment where you wake up and you're good at it. It's slow, and it's boring more often than it's exciting, and your arms are going to ache for weeks in ways you've never ached before. You understand that?
ART: Yes.
CLD: You're sure. Because I'd rather you decide that now than three weeks in when the wanting's worn off and only the work is left.

Arthur looked at him with the particular flat certainty that had settled into him sometime in the dark of two nights ago and had not left since.

ART: I'm sure.

Something in Calder's chest tightened at the tone of it, a boy of eight years old speaking with a conviction that belonged to someone considerably older, but he did not comment on it. He simply nodded, once, and went to fetch what they would need. The practice sword was old, a worn wooden thing Calder had kept in the back of the shed for reasons he had never fully explained even to himself, and it was heavier in Arthur's hand than he had expected, the particular deceptive weight of a thing that looked simple and was not.

CLD: Grip it like this. Not too tight. A tight grip is a tired grip, and a tired grip is a slow one.

Arthur adjusted his hold, his small fingers working to find the shape his father showed him, and Calder circled him once, correcting the angle of his wrist with two fingers, patient and unhurried.

CLD: Feet apart. Not too wide. There, like that.
ART: It's heavier than it looks.
CLD: Everything worth learning is.

He showed him the first stance, a simple thing, weight balanced, blade held at a low guard, and had Arthur hold it, just hold it, for longer than Arthur thought reasonable, his arms beginning to protest within a few minutes, the particular unfamiliar burn of muscles being asked to do something they had never done before.

ART: My arms hurt.
CLD: Good.
ART: That's not encouraging.
CLD: It's not meant to be encouraging. It's meant to be true. Hold the stance.

Arthur held the stance. They worked through the afternoon in short unglamorous stretches, the guard and the first simple step forward, the pivot of the hips that Calder insisted mattered more than anything the arms did, and Arthur fumbled through most of it, his form sloppy, his balance wrong more often than right, and Calder corrected him again and again with the same patient, unbothered voice, never sharp, never disappointed, just steady, the way water was steady.

CLD: Again.
ART: I keep getting the foot wrong.
CLD: So get it wrong again, and again after that, until you don't. That's the whole of it. That's the entire secret nobody tells you about this. You just do the thing badly until you don't do it badly anymore.
ART: That doesn't sound like a secret.
CLD: It isn't. It's just that nobody wants to hear it, so it might as well be one.

Arthur almost laughed at that, the first almost-laugh he had managed in days, and reset his stance, and tried again. By evening his arms shook when he lifted them, and there was a raw patch on his palm where the wooden hilt had rubbed, and he was covered in the particular grime of an afternoon spent entirely outdoors doing something physical and repetitive, and none of it, not one part of it, felt like a burden.

He sat on the back step while his father put the practice sword away, watching the last of the light go gold and then grey over the fields, and something in his chest had gone quiet in a way it had not been quiet in days. It was not happiness, exactly.

He did not have a word yet for what it was.

It was something closer to weight, the good kind, the kind a thing had when it was real and yours and required something of you in return, and for the first time since the schoolyard he was not thinking about dirt or lightning or a girl standing over him with her chin up and the wind at her ankles. He was thinking about his feet, and the angle of his wrist, and how tomorrow, if he practiced, he might get the pivot half a second faster than he had today. Calder came and sat beside him on the step, wiping his hands on a rag, and for a while neither of them said anything, the particular comfortable silence of two people who had spent an afternoon working toward the same small thing.

CLD: You did well today.
ART: I did everything wrong.
CLD: You did everything wrong and you kept doing it. That's the part that matters. The rest sorts itself out, eventually, if you don't quit on the part that matters.

Arthur looked at his own hands, the raw patch on his palm, the particular new ache settling into muscles that had never been asked to work this hard before, and felt, underneath all of it, that small hard unbothered thing from two nights ago shift slightly, not gone, not softened, just recognized, finally, for what it was. He did not tell his father why he had asked for this.

He did not need to, not yet. It was enough, for tonight, that his father had said yes without demanding the reason, and that his arms hurt in a way that felt like progress instead of loss, and that somewhere underneath the exhaustion, quietly and without ceremony, something in him had begun, for the first time since the schoolyard, to feel like it was moving forward instead of simply enduring.

CLD: Same time tomorrow?
ART: Yes.

He said it the way he had said everything today, plain and certain, and Calder smiled, and the evening settled gold and quiet over the fields, and neither of them said anything more, because for tonight, nothing more needed saying.




[ Some children ask for comfort. This one asked for a way to never need it again. ]




Chapter 248: Two Kinds Of Practice

By midwinter, Arthur's life had split cleanly into two halves, and he had stopped expecting them to meet in the middle. There was the schoolyard, and there was the yard behind his house, and they operated by such different laws that he had come to think of himself, without ever quite deciding to, as two slightly different people depending on which one he was standing in.

In one, he was unmarked, and everyone knew it, and the knowing sat over him the way weather sat over a field, sometimes gentle, sometimes not, but always present, always the first fact about him that anyone reached for. In the other, he was simply someone learning to hold a sword properly, and nothing else about him mattered at all. He had grown, over the months, considerably more fond of the second yard.

The bullying had not stopped. It had, if anything, settled into something worse than the schoolyard incident in its own quiet way, not because it was crueler, but because it was smaller, and constant, and constant cruelty had a way of wearing a groove into a person that a single dramatic blow never quite managed.

Felix did not knock him down again. He did not need to. He had other, smaller tools, the particular economy of a boy who understood that a well-placed word cost him nothing and could be deployed a dozen times a day where a strike could only be thrown once.

FEL: Careful, Lyerm, don't want you falling on something sharp. Wouldn't want to waste the blood of someone who's got nothing worth spilling in it.

He said things like that in passing now, tossed off between other conversations, barely even looking at Arthur when he said them, the particular cruelty of someone who had stopped needing an audience because the words did their work regardless.

Most days, Arthur said nothing back. Most days, he simply kept walking, the particular studied blankness he had gotten better and better at wearing, the face that gave Felix nothing to push against. But something had begun to change in how the words landed.

He noticed it himself before anyone else did, a small internal difference he could not have explained if asked. The words still stung. He was not made of stone. But the sting arrived and passed through him faster now, the particular sensation of something that used to lodge and now simply grazed, and he found himself, more than once, walking away from one of Felix's comments already thinking about something else entirely, the angle of his wrist during yesterday's lesson, the particular pivot Calder had shown him that he still hadn't quite mastered. He did not know that this was itself a kind of armor. He only knew that the yard behind his house had begun, slowly, to matter more to him than the one at school, and that this seemed, on the whole, like a fair trade. Elsie noticed before Felix did.

They were walking home on an ordinary grey afternoon in late winter, the ground still hard with the last of the cold, and Felix had said something about Arthur's boots as they passed, something about how it must be nice not having to worry about ruining anything worth having, and Arthur had simply kept walking, his expression unbothered, and it was only once they were well clear of the schoolyard that Elsie spoke.

ELS: You didn't even flinch.
ART: Why would I flinch. It's just Felix.
ELS: It used to bother you.
ART: It still bothers me.
ELS: You don't look bothered.

Arthur considered this, turning the observation over the way he had learned to turn things over lately, slowly, without rushing toward an answer.

ART: I think I've just gotten better at not showing it.
ELS: That's not the same as it not bothering you.
ART: No. But it's something.

She studied him for a while as they walked, the particular careful attention she gave to things she found genuinely puzzling, and Arthur let her look, because there was nothing to hide from Elsie that she had not already seen the worst of anyway.

ELS: What's changed?
ART: Papa's teaching me the sword.
ELS: The sword? What's that got to do with Felix and his big mouth?
ART: I don't know exactly. Nothing, maybe. But it's something that's mine. Something I'm getting better at, on purpose, one bit at a time. And I think, when you've got one thing like that, the other things don't sit quite so heavy.

Elsie was quiet for a moment, processing this with more seriousness than the observation had perhaps warranted, and when she spoke again there was something careful in her voice, a note Arthur had not heard from her before.

ELS: I'm glad. I really am. I just don't want you turning into someone who doesn't feel anything. That's not the same as being strong.
ART: I don't think I'm turning into that.
ELS: I hope not. I like you feeling things. You're better at it than most people.

He almost laughed at that, the particular blunt sincerity that was entirely Elsie, offering a compliment shaped exactly like an accusation, and found, once again, that she had somehow said the thing he needed to hear without seeming to try very hard at all. That evening, in the yard behind the house, Calder watched his son run through the full sequence of forms for the first time without a single correction needed.

It was not fast. It was not elegant, not yet, Arthur was eight years old and his body had not yet grown into whatever it would eventually become. But it was clean, every stance settling where it belonged, every pivot landing on the balance of the hip the way Calder had spent months insisting it should, and when Arthur finished and lowered the practice sword, breathing hard, his father was quiet for a moment in a way that made Arthur nervous.

ART: Was it wrong?
CLD: No.
ART: Then why aren't you saying anything?
CLD: Because I'm trying to figure out how to tell you that was good without you deciding you don't need to keep working at it.

Arthur felt something warm rise in his chest, unfamiliar in its fullness, the particular specific pride of praise that had been earned rather than given freely.

ART: It was good?
CLD: It was good. Genuinely. Took most grown men longer than four months to get that sequence clean.
ART: Really?
CLD: Really. Don't let it go to your head. But yes. Really.

Arthur looked down at the practice sword in his hands, the worn wood familiar now in a way it had not been that first afternoon, the weight of it no longer strange but simply present, a part of the shape of his days.

He thought, briefly and without letting the thought settle too heavily, of the schoolyard, and Felix's voice tossing off cruelty like loose change, and found that here, in this yard, with his arms aching in the good way and his father looking at him with something close to pride, none of it reached him at all.

CLD: Same time tomorrow.
ART: Same time tomorrow.

He said it the way he always said it now, plain and certain, and inside the schoolhouse half a mile distant, in a conversation Arthur would never hear, Felix was complaining to a friend that Lyerm had gotten boring lately, hardly worth the bother anymore, and the friend agreed, and neither of them thought much more about it. But somewhere underneath the complaint, small and unacknowledged even to himself, Felix had begun to notice something he did not have words for either. The target was not breaking the way it used to. And that, though none of them knew it yet, would not sit well with him forever.




[ A person becomes hard to break in the same way they become skilled at anything else. Slowly, and then all at once, and rarely in front of the people who are watching for it. ]




Chapter 249: Not Satisfying Anymore

Spring came to Astoria the way it always did, slowly and then all at once, and by the time the last of the frost had gone out of the ground, Arthur had been training for the better part of five months. He did not think of himself as different. That was the strange part of it, the part he would only understand much later, looking back. The change had come so gradually, one form at a time, one small correction at a time, that he had never once woken up and noticed it arriving. He simply woke up one morning in early spring and realized, almost as an afterthought, that Felix's words did not cost him what they used to. Felix noticed it faster than Arthur did, and liked it a great deal less. It started small, the way most cracks did.

FEL: Nothing to say, Lyerm?
ART: Not really, no.

He said it plainly, without heat, the same way he might have commented on the weather, and kept walking toward the well where Elsie was waiting, and Felix stood there a moment, caught off guard by the sheer unremarkable ordinariness of the response, the particular absence of the flinch he had grown so accustomed to provoking. He tried again the next day, sharper.

FEL: Must be nice, not caring about anything. Easier than actually being good at something, I suppose.
ART: Maybe.

He did not stop walking. Felix's jaw tightened, though Arthur, already three steps past him by then, did not see it. By the second week, Felix had stopped relying on words alone. He knocked Arthur's books from his arms in the schoolhouse corridor, an accident, he said, though his tone made clear he expected no one to believe that and did not particularly care whether they did. Arthur knelt and gathered them without comment, stacked them neatly, and stood back up to find Felix watching him with an expression that had lost some of its usual ease.

FEL: You're supposed to say something.
ART: What would you like me to say?
FEL: I don't know. Something. Anything. You used to at least look bothered.
ART: I'm sorry it's less interesting for you now.

He said it without a trace of the sarcasm the words could have carried, delivered flat and genuine, and something about that, the total absence of the reaction Felix had spent a year training himself to expect, seemed to unsettle him more than any retort could have.

FEL: You think you're clever.
ART: I don't think anything. I just want my books back before the bell.

Felix shoved the last book at him hard enough that Arthur had to step back to catch it against his chest, and turned and walked off without another word, and Arthur watched him go, and felt, distantly and without much investment, that something in the exchange had shifted in a direction he did not fully understand. The moment that mattered happened in front of witnesses, though none of them, Arthur included, understood at the time how much it would matter.

It was a small thing. A group of the older boys were comparing the range of their abilities near the fence, the way they often did, and Felix, holding court as he always held court, had been in the middle of a story about a lightning arc he'd thrown clean across the practice field the week before, embellished, probably, the way all schoolyard stories were embellished, when one of the younger boys, not thinking, asked a question that had nothing to do with anything.

BOY: Is it true Lyerm's not scared of you anymore?

The question landed in the middle of Felix's story and stopped it cold.

FEL: What?
BOY: Denner said he saw you shove him last week and he just picked his books up and walked off. Didn't even look upset.
FEL: He's still scared. He's just better at hiding it.
BOY: Denner said he looked bored, actually.

A few of the other boys laughed, the particular careless laughter of children who had no idea they were standing at the edge of something, and Felix's face did something none of them had seen it do before, a tightening around the eyes, a flush climbing from his collar, the unmistakable physical signature of a boy who was, for perhaps the first time in his young life, genuinely and visibly rattled.

FEL: He's not bored. Nobody with nothing in them gets to be bored of me.

The words came out harder than he'd intended, sharper, and the laughter around him died fast, the particular abrupt silence of children realizing a joke had accidentally found something real underneath it.

FEL: Forget it. It's nothing.

He turned back to his story, forcing the easy confidence back into his voice, but something had cracked, visible now to anyone paying close attention, and Arthur, walking past at exactly that moment on his way to the well, heard enough of it to understand, distantly, that he had become the subject of a conversation he had not meant to start. He did not stop. He did not smile, or gloat, or feel any particular satisfaction in it. He simply kept walking, and behind him the schoolyard settled back into its ordinary noise, and if he had looked back, which he did not, he would have seen Felix watching him go with an expression that had nothing casual left in it at all. Elsie was waiting at the well, as she always was, and she looked at him with the particular assessing look she'd been giving him more often lately.

ELS: You heard that.
ART: Some of it.
ELS: Felix looked like he wanted to set the fence on fire.
ART: I noticed.
ELS: Doesn't that worry you? A little?

Arthur considered the question honestly, turning it over the way he had learned to turn things over, and found, somewhere underneath the easy calm he had worn all afternoon, a small quiet unease that he had not examined closely until she named it.

ART: A little, maybe.
ELS: Why?
ART: Because I don't think Felix likes losing something, even something he never wanted in the first place. And I don't think he's the type to just let that sit.

Elsie was quiet for a moment, the spring wind stirring gently at her ankles the way it always did around her without her seeming to notice.

ELS: What do you think he'll do?
ART: I don't know.

He looked back toward the schoolhouse, toward the fence where the group of older boys had already scattered back into the ordinary business of the afternoon, and felt the small unease settle more firmly into place, quiet and patient, the way a weather change announced itself before the sky had fully decided what it wanted to do.

ART: But I don't think it's finished. Whatever this is. I don't think it's finished at all.




[ There is a particular danger in taking something away from someone who has never once been told no. The absence rarely stays quiet for long. ]




Chapter 250: What His Hands Knew

The trigger, when it finally came, was almost nothing at all. That was the part Arthur would turn over most, in later years, when he tried to make sense of that afternoon. Not the bolt. Not even the aftermath. Just how small the actual spark of it had been, how disproportionate the whole thing seemed once he set it against everything that followed.

It was a Tuesday. Master Hobbes had set the class a simple exercise, a written recitation of the seven provinces and their capitals, and when the papers were returned the next morning, Felix's had come back with a mark lower than Arthur's.

Nobody made anything of it, at first. Marks were marks. But somewhere between the schoolhouse and the yard at midday, someone had said something, a joke, probably, the particular careless kind children traded without weighing the cost of it, something about the Unmarked boy beating Felix at his own lesson, and by the time it reached Felix himself it had grown teeth it had not started with. He was waiting by the well when Arthur and Elsie came out for the midday break.

FEL: There he is. Our little scholar.

Arthur slowed, reading the shape of the afternoon in the set of Felix's shoulders, the crowd already beginning to gather the way crowds gathered when they sensed something was coming, the particular electric hush that settled over a schoolyard right before it stopped being ordinary.

ART: I don't want any trouble, Felix.
FEL: I bet you don't. Trouble's not really your area, is it. Marks are. Numbers on a page. That's what you're good for, since you're not good for anything else.
ELS: Leave him alone.
FEL: This isn't about you.
ELS: It's about him, and he's my friend, so it's about me.

Felix's eyes cut to her, and something in his face flickered, the memory of the last time she had stood between them, the humiliation of it still sitting somewhere close to the surface, unhealed.

FEL: Not this time.

He said it low, and there was something in his voice that had not been there before, something that made the hair rise on the back of Arthur's neck before he had consciously registered why. The lightning was already climbing his arms. Not the lazy, showy arc he usually kept between his palms for the younger children. This was different, tighter, brighter, gathering at his fists with a low crackling hum that made several of the watching children step back without meaning to.

ART: Felix.
FEL: You took something from me. I don't even know what to call it. You used to flinch. You used to look small, and now you just stand there, and I don't understand it, and I don't like things I don't understand.
ART: I didn't take anything.
FEL: You did. And I want it back.

The crowd had gone fully silent now, the particular stillness of an audience realizing, all at once, that they were no longer watching a schoolyard argument.

ELS: Felix, stop-

He didn't stop. He raised both hands, and the lightning gathered between them into something whole, something with real shape and real weight, brighter than anything Arthur had ever seen him produce, and for one suspended half second Felix's face showed something underneath the anger, something that might almost have been fear at his own intention, and then it was gone, and his hands came forward, and the bolt left him.

It crossed the space between them faster than thought.

There was no time to run. There was no time to think, or plan, or do any of the things a person was supposed to do when a killing thing was closing the distance toward them, and Arthur, in the single compressed heartbeat available to him, did not think at all. His body moved on its own.

Five months of forms rose up through him from somewhere below conscious command, the particular deep muscle memory Calder had spent evening after evening carving into him one repetition at a time, and his right arm came up and across in a motion that was not a grab and was not a block, but something his body had practiced a thousand times without ever once expecting to use it for this.

A parry.

His hand met the bolt at an angle, not head on, the way Calder had taught him to meet a blade, never straight into the force of it, always deflecting, always redirecting the weight of an attack rather than absorbing it whole, and something in that motion, something that had no business working, worked anyway. The lightning did not pass through him.

It caught against his palm and his forearm in a blinding white shriek of light and sound, and Arthur felt it, felt the whole violent fact of it tear through his arm, and his body, still moving on the same borrowed instinct, turned the angle of his hand a fraction further, guiding the current the way a blade guided force along its own length, down and away and into the packed earth of the schoolyard. The ground where the bolt struck cracked and smoked.

And then it was over.

The silence that followed was total. Not one child in that yard made a sound, not Felix, frozen with his hands still outstretched and empty, not Elsie, both hands pressed over her mouth, not Arthur himself, standing exactly where he had stood, his right arm still raised at the angle it had finished on, smoke curling faintly from his sleeve, his palm red and raw and shaking. He looked at his own hand as if it belonged to someone else.

FEL: What.

The word came out of Felix small and cracked, nothing at all like his usual voice, and Arthur, looking at him now, saw a boy who did not understand what he had just watched any better than Arthur understood what he had just done.

ART: I don't-

He could not finish it. There was nothing to finish it with. He had no explanation, no name for what had happened, only the ringing in his ears and the smell of scorched earth and the particular impossible fact of his own hand, still raised, still trembling, having somehow met a killing bolt of lightning and turned it aside. The schoolyard held its silence around all of it, waiting, the way the whole world sometimes waits in the half second after something has changed and before anyone has found the words to say so.




[ The body remembers what it has practiced long after the mind has stopped believing it will ever be needed. ]




Chapter 251: After The Silence

Nobody moved for what felt, to Arthur, like a very long time, though he would learn later it had been only a few seconds. The smoke still curled up from the scorched patch of earth between them. His arm was still raised at the angle it had finished on, and it had begun, distantly, to hurt, a deep singing ache that ran from his palm to his shoulder, but the pain had not fully arrived yet, held off by whatever the body did to a person in the moment directly after something impossible.

It was Felix who moved first.

He took a step back. Just one, small, involuntary, the particular retreat of a body reacting faster than its owner's pride could catch up to stop it, and his hands, still faintly smoking at the fingertips, closed slowly into fists at his sides.

FEL: That's not possible.

He said it to no one, to the yard, to the scorched ground, the particular flat disbelief of someone whose entire understanding of the world had just failed to account for what he'd watched happen in front of him.

FEL: Nobody does that. You can't just- you don't have anything. You're not supposed to be able to-
ART: I don't know what happened.

It was the truth, plain and small, and it did nothing to soften Felix's expression, which had moved past disbelief now into something closer to a kind of dawning, unwelcome fear, the particular vertigo of a boy who had built a year of his identity on a certainty that had just come apart in his hands.

He did not say anything else. He turned, pushed through the ring of silent watching children, and walked quickly toward the far side of the yard, not running, but close to it, and nobody stopped him, and nobody followed.

The crowd remained.

They stared at Arthur the way people stared at something they did not have a category for yet, and Arthur, becoming aware of all those eyes at once, felt his knees go strangely unsteady, the adrenaline that had carried him through the parry beginning, now, to recede.

ELS: Arthur.

She was at his side before he registered her moving, her hands hovering near his arm without quite touching it, uncertain where it was safe to hold him.

ELS: Your hand. Arthur, look at your hand.

He looked. His palm was an angry red, the skin along the heel of his hand blistered in a thin line that traced the exact path the bolt had grazed before he'd turned it, and now that he was looking at it, now that the shock had cracked open enough to let something else through, the pain arrived all at once, sharp and total, and he made a small sound and folded his arm against his chest.

ELS: That needs looking at. Properly looked at, not just wrapped in something.
ART: I'm fine.
ELS: You are not fine, you're burned, don't be stupid about this.

He almost laughed, despite everything, at the particular fierceness in her voice, the same fierceness she'd brought to the fence a year ago, except this time it was aimed entirely at making sure he took care of himself rather than at anyone who'd hurt him. The schoolhouse door banged open. Master Hobbes crossed the yard at a pace none of the children had ever seen him move at, his coat still half buttoned, clearly having come straight from whatever he'd been doing when the noise reached him, and he pulled up short at the edge of the scorched patch of earth, his eyes moving quickly over the smoking ground, the dispersing crowd, Arthur's raised and blistered hand.

HOB: What happened here?

Nobody answered immediately. A dozen children looked at each other, each waiting for someone else to find the words first, and it was Elsie, finally, who spoke.

ELS: Felix threw a bolt at him. A real one. Not a showing off one.
HOB: A real one.
ELS: He was going to hurt him. Properly hurt him. And then Arthur-

She stopped, apparently uncertain how to finish the sentence in a way that would sound like anything other than impossible, and Master Hobbes turned his full attention to Arthur, his eyes sharp now in a way Arthur had not seen from him before, the particular focus of a teacher recalculating everything he thought he knew about a student.

HOB: Arthur. What did you do?
ART: I don't know.
HOB: You don't know.
ART: I put my hand up. That's all I remember deciding. Everything after that just happened.

Master Hobbes crouched, studying the scorched earth, the particular deep black char that marked where the redirected bolt had struck ground instead of flesh, and then straightened and looked at Arthur's hand with a different kind of attention entirely, careful, searching.

HOB: Let me see that properly.

Arthur held his arm out, wincing as Hobbes turned it gently in the light, examining the burn along his palm and the inside of his forearm, the particular clean, deliberate line of it.

HOB: This isn't a burn from being struck.
ART: What do you mean?
HOB: I mean a boy struck by lightning doesn't walk away with a line like this. He walks away in far worse shape, or he doesn't walk away at all. This looks like a burn from something that grazed past, not through.

He said it slowly, half to Arthur and half to himself, the particular careful working-through of a man encountering something he did not yet have a framework for, and around them the gathered children had begun to whisper, the word already moving from mouth to mouth the way words did in schoolyards, faster than any adult could contain it. Arthur caught fragments of it. Deflected it. Stopped it cold. Didn't even flinch. He did not feel, hearing it, anything like triumph. He felt, mostly, tired, and his hand hurt with a deep insistent throb that made the whole world feel slightly too bright and too loud, and he was abruptly and overwhelmingly aware that he wanted, more than anything, to be sitting quietly somewhere with his mother's hands checking him over the way she checked every scrape, counting the pieces of him to make sure they were all still there.

HOB: Right. You're coming with me. We'll get that hand properly seen to, and then I think we need to have a conversation, you and I, about exactly what just happened here.
ART: Am I in trouble?

Master Hobbes looked at him for a long moment, something in his expression difficult to read, weighing something that had nothing to do with punishment.

HOB: No, Arthur. I don't think trouble is the word for this at all.

He placed a hand carefully on Arthur's uninjured shoulder, steering him gently toward the schoolhouse, and Elsie fell into step on his other side without being asked, and behind them the yard remained scorched and smoking and full of children who would spend the rest of the day, and likely the rest of the week, retelling what they had just seen in versions that grew stranger with every telling. Arthur did not look back at any of it.

He walked toward the schoolhouse with his burned hand cradled against his chest, and the ringing in his ears slowly fading, and underneath the exhaustion and the pain, something small and unfamiliar sitting quietly in the center of him, a question that had no shape yet, only weight. What am I..?




[ The moment a person discovers they are more than they were told to be is rarely a triumphant one. Mostly, it is simply confusing, and it hurts. ]




Chapter 252: What You Might Be

Master Hobbes's office smelled of old paper and pipe smoke, and Arthur sat in the single chair across from his desk with his bandaged hand resting carefully in his lap, the throbbing dulled now to something manageable, the schoolhouse nurse having wrapped it tightly enough that the sting had settled into a low, distant ache. Hobbes sat across from him, a cup of tea going cold at his elbow, untouched, and for a long moment he simply looked at Arthur without speaking, the particular unhurried study of a man deciding how to begin a conversation he had never once had to have before.

HOB: Tell me again. From the start. Everything you remember.
ART: I already told you.
HOB: Tell me again anyway. Sometimes the second telling finds things the first one missed.

Arthur took a slow breath and walked back through it, the well, Felix's words about the marks, the lightning gathering brighter than usual, the half second where he understood, with total clarity, that it was going to hit him and there was nothing he could do about it.

ART: And then I just moved. I didn't decide to. My arm came up on its own, and it went across, not straight at it, sort of like-

He hesitated, unsure how to describe it.

HOB: Like what.
ART: Like the forms. The sword forms. Papa's been teaching me for months now, and it felt like that, exactly like that, the same motion, just my hand instead of a blade.

Something shifted in Hobbes's expression at that, a small settling, the particular look of a man finding a piece that fit a shape he had been trying to build.

HOB: A parry.
ART: I suppose. I don't know the proper word for it.
HOB: That's the proper word.

He sat back in his chair, tapping one finger slowly against the desk, his eyes distant now, turned inward toward something Arthur could not see.

HOB: I want to ask you something, and I want you to answer honestly, even if the honest answer embarrasses you. Have you been practicing against Felix's lightning? Deliberately, I mean. Standing near it, letting it happen, trying to get used to it.
ART: No. I never wanted any of it to happen at all.
HOB: But it happened often.
ART: Almost every week. Sometimes more.
HOB: For how long.
ART: Since I was five. Properly since I was five, though it got worse this last year.

Hobbes nodded slowly, the particular nod of a man confirming a theory he had not wanted to be right about, and reached over to a shelf behind him, pulling down a thin, worn book with a cracked spine, flipping through pages with the practiced quickness of someone who had read it many times before.

HOB: There's an old idea. Very old, mostly forgotten now, not taught properly anymore because it happens so rarely that most scholars treat it as superstition rather than fact. The idea that a person without a soul ability isn't empty. That whatever should have been there simply hasn't found its shape yet, because it isn't the kind of thing that arrives on its own the way the rest of yours does. It has to be built. Earned. Usually through exactly the kind of thing you just described. Repeated failure against the same specific force, over and over, until the body stops failing and starts answering instead.
ART: Built how?
HOB: Nobody's entirely sure. The old texts aren't clear on it, and there've been so few recorded cases across all of Maeris's history that most of what's written is closer to legend than study. The pattern holds, as far as it goes, but nobody agreed on what to call it, or even whether it was one single thing or a dozen different things that all happened to look similar from the outside. I won't pretend to know which. I'm not certain anyone alive does.

He set the book down, open, and turned it toward Arthur, though Arthur, looking at the faded, cramped handwriting on the page, understood nothing of what it actually said.

HOB: What I am telling you, Arthur, is that I believe you did not get lucky today. I believe your body has been quietly building something for the better part of a year, every single time Felix used that ability against you, and today, when the stakes were finally high enough, it answered.

Arthur sat with that for a long moment, turning it over, the particular strange vertigo of hearing something described that he had felt happen to his own body without ever once understanding it.

ART: So I'm not Unmarked.
HOB: I didn't say that.
ART: But I have something. That's something, isn't it?

Hobbes considered this carefully, choosing his words the way a man chose them when he did not want to promise more than he could deliver.

HOB: You have something rare, and something the old texts suggest is real, though I want to be honest with you that I do not know its full shape or its limits, and I do not know that anyone does. It is not the same as what the other children have. It will never work the way theirs works. You will never simply have an ability the way Felix has lightning. What you have, if the old texts are right, only exists in relation to something you have already suffered through. It has to be earned, piece by piece, the hard way, every single time.
ART: That doesn't sound like much of a gift.
HOB: No. It doesn't. But I want you to consider something else, before you decide how you feel about it.

He leaned forward, his elbows on the desk, his eyes steady on Arthur's in a way that made Arthur sit up slightly straighter without meaning to.

HOB: Every other child in that yard was given what they have. They did nothing to earn it. It simply arrived, the way weather arrives, and they will spend their whole lives being exactly as strong as their soul decided to make them, no more, no less. What you have, you built. With your own endurance. Your own refusal to break. That is not nothing, Arthur. I would go so far as to say it may, in the long run, prove to be considerably more than nothing.

Arthur did not answer immediately, the weight of it settling slowly, unevenly, into a shape he did not yet have full words for.

HOB: I want to write to a colleague of mine. In Solmere. There is a school there, the finest in the province, and they take a small number of exceptional students each year regardless of family standing, if they show something worth cultivating. I think what happened in that yard today qualifies as worth cultivating.
ART: You want to send me away?
HOB: Not today. Not for years yet. You're eight years old, there's no rush in it. But I want the door to exist, when you're ready to walk through it, and doors like that one don't simply appear on their own. Someone has to open them.

Arthur looked at his bandaged hand, the dull ache still humming beneath the wrapping, and thought of the schoolyard, the scorched earth, Felix's stunned retreating steps, the word Elsie had used without quite finishing the sentence, and felt something in his chest that was not quite hope, not yet, but was standing very close to where hope usually stood.

ART: Thank you, Master Hobbes.
HOB: Don't thank me yet. Thank me if it comes to something. For now, go home. Tell your parents everything, all of it, they deserve the truth of today more than anyone. And get some rest. That hand will ache worse before it aches better.

Arthur stood, cradling his arm, and paused at the door.

ART: Master Hobbes?
HOB: Mm.
ART: Do you think it'll work? Whatever this is. Do you think I can really get better at it?

Hobbes considered the question with the same careful weight he had given everything else that afternoon.

HOB: I think you already have started, whether you meant to or not. Whether it gets better from here is entirely a question of whether you keep doing what you've apparently been doing all along. Enduring. Refusing to break. I would wager, having met you, that you will.

Arthur left the office with those words settling into him alongside everything else, the ache in his hand, the strange unnamed shape of whatever had just happened to him, the door Hobbes had spoken of that did not exist yet but might, someday, if he kept walking toward it.

He walked home slowly, turning it all over, already dreading and needing in equal measure the conversation waiting for him at his own kitchen table, the one where he would finally have to tell his parents everything, and found, somewhere beneath the dread, that for the first time since the word Unmarked had first found him outside the baker's cart, he did not feel entirely like it was the truest thing anyone had ever called him.




[ A gift given is simply received. A gift built is carried differently, because you know exactly what it cost. ]




Chapter 253: The Whole Of It

Wren saw the bandage before she saw her son's face. She was at the door before he had finished crossing the yard, drying her hands on her apron in quick, unconscious motions, and Arthur watched her expression move through its stages the way weather moved across a field, confusion first, and then alarm, and then the particular sharpened focus of a mother whose whole body had gone still and purposeful all at once.

WRN: What happened? Arthur, what happened to your hand?
ART: I need to sit down first.

She did not ask again immediately. She simply took his good hand and led him inside, calling for Calder in a voice pitched carefully level, the kind of level that cost something to maintain, and by the time they reached the kitchen table Calder was already there, wiping grease from his hands with a rag, his eyes going straight to the bandage and staying there.

CLD: Arthur?
ART: I'm alright. It doesn't hurt as much now.
WRN: Sit. Sit down. Let me see it properly.

She unwound the bandage with careful, practiced fingers, the particular gentleness of a mother who had tended a thousand small scrapes and knew exactly how much pressure a wound could bear, and when the burn came into view, the angry red line tracing the heel of his palm up along his forearm, she went very quiet.

WRN: This isn't from falling.
ART: No.
WRN: This isn't from anything ordinary at all.
ART: No.

She looked up at him, and Arthur watched something in her face brace itself, the particular readiness of a parent preparing to hear something that would hurt, and he found, looking at both of them sitting there waiting, that the thing Hobbes had told him to do, tell them everything, all of it, suddenly felt like standing at the edge of something very high with no clear way down except through it.

ART: I have to tell you something. And it's not just about today.
CLD: Alright.
ART: It's about the whole year.

He watched his father go still.

ART: Felix has been- he's been doing things. Small things, mostly. Words, mostly. But not just today. For a long time. Since I was five, really, but it got worse this year, and I didn't tell you, because I didn't want you to see me the way everyone at school sees me, and I'm sorry, I should have told you, I should have told you from the start, but I didn't, and I'm sorry.

The words came out faster than he'd meant them to, tumbling over each other, and he heard his own voice crack somewhere in the middle of it and could not stop it from cracking, and across the table his mother's hand had gone to her mouth, and his father had not moved at all, not an inch, his jaw set in a way Arthur had never seen it set before.

WRN: Arthur.
ART: The day you asked about my neck. I told you I fell at the well. I didn't fall at the well. Felix knocked me down in front of the whole school and called me an Unmarked in front of everyone and I lay there and my arms wouldn't work and Elsie had to come and stand up for me because I couldn't stand up for myself, and I've been so ashamed of that, I've been carrying it around for months, and I couldn't tell you, I couldn't make myself tell you, because I didn't want you to know that your son couldn't even-

His voice broke entirely then, and he pressed the heel of his good hand against his eyes, and the tears came the way they had come in his room that night, whole-body and unstoppable, except this time there was no pillow to muffle it, no door to hide behind, just the kitchen table and his parents and everything finally, finally out in the open air.

WRN: Oh, Arthur.

She was around the table before he'd finished the sentence, her arms around him, careful of the burned hand, pulling him against her the way she had when he was very small, and he let her, he could not have stopped himself even if some part of him had wanted to, and he cried into her shoulder the way he had wanted to cry in front of someone for a very long time and had never once let himself.

WRN: Why didn't you tell us. Why didn't you tell us any of it.
ART: I didn't want you to be ashamed of me.

The words came out muffled and broken, and Wren pulled back just enough to look at him properly, her own eyes bright and wet now, her hands framing his face with a fierceness that startled him.

WRN: Ashamed. Arthur, look at me. Look at me right now.

He looked at her.

WRN: I have never once, not for a single second of your entire life, been ashamed of you. Do you understand me? Not once.
ART: But I couldn't fight back. I couldn't even stand up. Elsie had to-
WRN: Elsie is your friend, and friends stand up for each other, and there is no shame in that, none, not one particle of shame in a friend defending you when you needed it. The shame, if there's any shame at all in this whole wretched story, belongs to a boy who thought it was funny to knock down a child half his strength in front of an audience. It does not belong to you. It was never yours to carry.
ART: It felt like mine.
WRN: I know it did. I know, my love. But feeling like something is true and something being true are not the same, and I need you to hear that, even if you can't believe it yet.

Arthur cried harder at that, the particular release of hearing something he had needed to hear for months finally said aloud, and his mother held him through it, rocking gently, murmuring nothing in particular, just the low wordless comfort a parent offered when words alone were not enough. Across the table, Calder had not spoken at all.

Arthur, when he finally lifted his head from his mother's shoulder, found his father sitting with his hands pressed flat against the table, his knuckles pale, his jaw working, and something in his eyes that Arthur had never seen there before, something raw and furious and grieving all at once.

CLD: A year.
ART: Papa-
CLD: You carried that alone for a year. You sat at this table, every single night, and you carried that alone.

He said it quietly, and the quiet was somehow worse than shouting would have been, the particular controlled devastation of a man holding himself very carefully together.

CLD: I taught you the sword because I thought you wanted something for yourself. Something that was only yours. I never once thought-

His voice caught, and he stopped, and pressed his own hand briefly over his mouth, and when he spoke again his voice had roughened at its edges.

CLD: I should have pushed harder. That night I asked you if everything was alright at school, and you said yes, and I knew, some part of me knew, that wasn't the whole truth, and I let it go because I didn't want to make you tell me something you weren't ready to tell me. And you carried it another whole year because of that.
ART: It's not your fault, papa.
CLD: Isn't it?
ART: You didn't know. I made sure you didn't know. I lied to you. I lied to both of you, over and over, and you believed me because I wanted you to believe me, and that's not something you did wrong. That's something I did.

Calder looked at his son for a long moment, something working behind his eyes, and then he came around the table too, and knelt in front of Arthur's chair so that they were level, eye to eye, and put both his rough, calloused hands over Arthur's good hand.

CLD: You were eight years old, carrying something no eight year old should have to carry alone, and you did it to protect us. To protect us, Arthur. Do you understand what that means? Even at your worst, even at your loneliest, your first instinct was to shield the people you loved from your own pain.
ART: That's not brave. That's just hiding.
CLD: It is both of those things at once. It can be both. It was wrong of you to carry it alone, and it was also, somewhere underneath the wrongness of it, the most selfless thing I've ever watched a child do. I am angry, Arthur. I am so angry, at Felix, and at every single adult in that school who let it go on this long unchecked, and yes, if I am honest, a little angry at myself for not seeing past your yes when I asked if you were alright.

He squeezed Arthur's hand gently.

CLD: But I am not, and will never be, angry at you. Not for one single second. Do you hear me?

Arthur nodded, unable to speak, and Calder pulled him forward into an embrace, careful of the bandaged hand, and for a long moment the three of them simply held onto each other in the middle of the kitchen, the fire burning low in the hearth, the evening settling grey and quiet outside the window, and none of them said anything at all, because there was nothing left that needed saying, not yet, not in words.

Arthur cried until he had nothing left to cry with, the way he had cried alone in his room months before, except this time he was not alone, this time there were two sets of arms holding him steady through all of it, and when the tears finally ran their course he sat back, exhausted and hollowed and lighter than he had felt in a very long time.

WRN: We're going to talk to that school. Tomorrow. All of it, from the beginning.
ART: Master Hobbes already knows. About today, at least.
CLD: And about the rest of it?
ART: Not yet. I only just told you.

Calder nodded slowly, something settling in his own expression, a decision quietly forming behind his eyes.

CLD: Then we'll make sure he knows all of it too. Every bit. This ends now, Arthur. Whatever else happens, whatever comes of today, this particular thing ends now.

Wren smoothed his hair back from his forehead, the particular tender gesture she had used to soothe him since before he could remember being soothed at all, and Arthur, sitting between his parents in the low firelight, felt something in his chest that had been clenched tight for the better part of a year finally, slowly, begin to loosen. He did not yet know what tomorrow would bring, or the day after that, or any of the strange new shape his life had begun taking since the moment his hand rose on its own in a scorched schoolyard. But he knew, sitting there, that he was not carrying any of it alone anymore. And for tonight, that was enough.




[ The heaviest weight a child can carry is the belief that their pain would disappoint the people who love them most. It never does. It never could. ]




Chapter 254: A Door Not Yet Opened

Calder read the letter twice before he set it down. It had arrived three days after the incident in the schoolyard, delivered by a rider Master Hobbes had paid out of his own pocket to carry it faster than the ordinary post, and it sat now on the kitchen table between the three of them, the wax seal already broken, the careful, cramped handwriting filling the page in dense, deliberate lines.

CLD: He's put it plainly enough. There's a place for you at the academy in Solmere. Not now. Not for years yet. But he's spoken to a colleague there directly, and the door is open, waiting, whenever you're ready to walk through it.
ART: How many years?
CLD: He suggests fifteen. Old enough that the journey and the schooling won't undo you before you've begun. Young enough that you'll still have time to make something of what you learn there.

Wren had not said anything since the letter arrived. She sat with her hands folded on the table, her eyes moving over the words again though she had surely read them enough times by now to know them by heart, and when she finally spoke her voice carried the particular careful evenness of someone holding two feelings at once and refusing to let either one win outright.

WRN: Fifteen. That's six years from now.
ART: Six years is a long time.
WRN: It is. And it will pass faster than you think, and one morning you'll be standing at that door with a bag over your shoulder, and I will still feel, somewhere underneath everything, that it arrived far too soon.

She reached across the table and took his hand, the good one, and held it for a long moment without saying anything further, and Arthur understood, in the particular way he had come to understand his mother over the years, that this was not reluctance. It was simply the shape grief and pride took when they arrived in a person's chest at exactly the same time. Word of what had happened in the schoolyard had, by then, traveled the whole of the village and back again several times over, gathering embellishments the way all village stories did, until the telling bore only a passing resemblance to the thing itself. But underneath the exaggeration, one fact had settled, plain and unchallenged. Felix was gone.

His family had pulled him from the school within the week, quietly, without much explanation offered to anyone who asked, though the village supplied its own explanations readily enough, whispered over fences and across market stalls. Some said his parents could not bear the shame of what the whole school had witnessed, a boy who had ruled that yard for years, undone in a single afternoon by the one person he'd spent that whole time certain he could never lose to. Others said it was simpler than that, that Felix himself had asked to leave, unable to walk back into a place that had watched him fail so completely and so publicly, unwilling to face the version of the story that would follow him through every remaining year of his schooling.

Arthur did not know which version was true, and found, somewhat to his own surprise, that he did not much care to. He did not hate Felix. He had turned that over enough times in the weeks since to be reasonably certain of it. He had been angry, and hurt, and humiliated in ways that had cost him things he would carry for a long while yet, but somewhere in the telling and retelling of that final afternoon, in the memory of Felix's stunned, frightened retreat, in the small crack of fear he'd glimpsed beneath the anger the moment before the bolt left his hands, Arthur had found something that made hatred difficult to hold onto.

He had simply been a boy who had never once been told no, and the world had finally told him, and he had not known what to do with that, and so he had left. Arthur hoped, quietly and without much conviction that it would matter, that wherever Felix had gone, he found something better to build himself around than being feared.

The years that followed did not arrive all at once. They arrived the way years always arrived, one ordinary day compounding into the next, until enough of them had passed that looking back felt like looking across a great distance rather than remembering something recent. Arthur trained.

Not only the sword, though the sword remained the center of it, Calder's lessons growing longer and more demanding as Arthur grew taller and steadier, but everything else besides, the long hours spent testing his own limits against whatever the village could offer him, a stubborn insistence that had not left him since the night he cried alone in his room and would not, it seemed, ever fully leave him again.

He discovered, over those years, that Master Hobbes had been right about one uncomfortable truth. Whatever lived inside him did not arrive freely. He tested it, cautiously and then less cautiously, against small things, the recoil of a poorly thrown punch, the sting of a training blade caught at the wrong angle, and found that it answered, sometimes, in small measured increments, never as a gift, always as something wrestled loose through repetition and failure, exactly as the old, half-legible book in Hobbes's office had suggested it might. He did not master it. He was not sure, even after six years, that mastery was the correct word for whatever this was.

But he grew less afraid of it, and less afraid, in general, of the parts of himself that did not look like everyone else's. Elsie remained beside him through all of it, the way she always had, her own gift growing steadily alongside her, her wind carrying voices further now than Arthur imagined she'd once thought possible, and somewhere across those six years, without either of them quite deciding it aloud, it had become simply understood between their two families that when the time came, she would go to Solmere too.

WRN: You're certain, Elsie. It's a long way from home.
ELS: I've never once let him walk into anything alone. I'm not about to start now.

She said it the way she said most things, plain and certain, and Wren, looking between the two of them across the kitchen table one evening not long before it was time, found herself smiling in a way that held both sorrow and relief in equal measure. The morning Arthur left, a few weeks past fifteen, he stood at the edge of the village with a pack over his shoulder and Elsie beside him, and his parents in front of him, and the whole of his childhood spread out behind him in a shape he was only now, standing at its edge, beginning to properly see.

CLD: You remember everything I taught you.
ART: Every form. Every correction. I remember all of it.
CLD: Then you'll be alright.

He said it with more confidence than Arthur suspected he actually felt, the particular brave performance of a father sending his son somewhere he could not follow, and Arthur crossed the last of the distance between them and embraced him, and Calder held on a beat longer than strictly necessary, and neither of them commented on it.

WRN: Write to us. Every week, if you can manage it.
ART: Every week, mama.

She held his face the way she had held it that night at the kitchen table six years before, her thumbs brushing his cheeks, her eyes bright and wet and fiercely proud all at once.

WRN: Whatever you find out there. Whatever this thing in you turns out to be, in the end. You remain, first and always, my son. Nothing that happens in Solmere changes that. Do you understand me?
ART: I understand, mama.
WRN: Good. Go on, then. Both of you. Before I lose my nerve and refuse to let either of you leave at all.

She said it with a laugh that did not quite mask the tears underneath it, and Arthur and Elsie turned together, the road stretching ahead of them toward a city neither of them had ever seen, toward a school that had agreed, six years before, to open a door for a boy the world had once called nothing, and Arthur walked forward into it with his oldest and truest friend at his side, the weight of everything he had built across the hardest years of his life settled quietly into the shape of who he had become. He did not look back until the village had nearly disappeared behind them.

When he finally did, he saw his parents still standing at the edge of it, small in the distance, his mother's hand raised in a wave she held far longer than necessary, and Arthur raised his own hand in answer, the same hand that had once trembled and burned in a scorched schoolyard, now steady, now entirely his own. Then he turned back toward the road ahead, toward Solmere, toward whatever waited for him there, and walked on.




[ Every ending is simply a door standing open at the far side of everything that came before it. He had spent his whole childhood learning how to walk toward doors nobody thought he deserved. He was not about to stop now. ]
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